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The Power of the Word
When Alma faced a developing Zoramite situation, he decided to “try the
virtue of the word of God,” knowing that “the preaching of the word had
a great tendency to lead the people to do that which was just—yea, it had
had more powerful effect upon the minds of the people than the sword, or
anything else” (Alma 31:5). At the centennial mark in the history of the seminary program, it is appropriate to consider the power of the word of God in
the lives of young seminary students around the world.
My personal experience with seminary was limited to one year of earlymorning instruction when I was a senior in high school. Because my family
lived twenty-two miles from the chapel where our seminary class met at
6:15 a.m., I was often groggy when we met. Our volunteer teacher instructed
on the Book of Mormon that year. I think I read only to the end of 2 Nephi.
But I went. And I felt the power of the word of God. Seminary was an important part of my spiritual development and of my commitment to the restored
Church of Jesus Christ, as I am sure it has been in the lives of many others the
past hundred years.
A number of articles in this issue deal with the New Testament, the portion of scripture that recounts the saving ministry of the Word, Jesus Christ,
and his emissaries. In that era as well as in ours, our Lord’s “gospel came not
. . . in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance” (1 Thessalonians 1:5). Other articles herein focus on “sacred learning,”
on reviving a “dead” class, and on the pathway provided to access the Lord’s
mercy, all of which topics involve the word of God and its power.
As always, we at the RSC invite you to thoroughly explore this issue of
the Religious Educator, trusting that its contents will assist you in more fully
learning, and teaching with power, the word of God.

Dana M. Pike
Editor
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How to Survive
in Enemy Territory
p re s i d e n t b oyd k. pac k er

President Boyd K. Packer is President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.

Address at the “Commemorating 100 Years of Seminary” broadcast on January 22,
2012, at the Conference Center in Salt Lake City.

W

e celebrate 100 years of seminary in the Church. I hold on to a thread
that goes back to the early days when the resources for this program
were very scarce.
I traveled with President Spencer W. Kimball years ago. He held the
office that I now hold as President of the Quorum of the Twelve. We were
visiting seminaries for youth who attended Indian schools in Montana and
South Dakota. We met in the one-room home of Sister Two Dogs. She was
sitting on the bed, and about a dozen youngsters were gathered around her on
the dirt floor. She was teaching a seminary lesson.
From those humble beginnings, we now have 375,008 students in seminary classes in 143 countries with over 38,000 volunteer and full-time teachers
worldwide. The system of seminary is maintained at enormous expense given
willingly by the Brethren responsible for the funds of the Church. We invest
much in our youth. We know of your worth and your potential.
1

2
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Wisdom Will Help You Combat the Enemy

I speak as one who has seen the past and would prepare you for the future.
I was trained by President Marion G. Romney, Counselor in the First
Presidency. He once told me, “Do not just tell them so that they understand;
teach them so that they cannot misunderstand!” He also taught me that I
must have the courage of my convictions.
You are growing up in enemy territory. When you become mature spiritually, you will understand how the adversary has infiltrated the world around
you. He is in homes, entertainment, the media, language—everything around
you. In most cases his presence is undetected. Pornography is just one example.
I want to tell you that which will be of most worth and most desirable.
The scriptures say, “Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom,”
and I would add, “with all [your] getting, get [going]”!1 I do not have time to
waste and neither do you. So listen up!
Our Present Blessings Come from Past Sacrifices

The moment I decided to be a teacher is very clear in my mind. During World
War II, I was in my early 20s and a pilot in the Air Force. I was stationed on
the little island of Ie Shima. This island, a small, lonely one about as big as a
postage stamp, is just off the northern tip of Okinawa.
One lonely summer evening I sat on a cliff to watch the sun go down. I
remember looking at the moon and thinking, “That is the very same moon
that shines down on my home in Utah.” I was pondering what I would do
with my life after the war, if I was fortunate enough to survive. What did I
want to be? It was on that night that I decided I wanted to be a teacher. I
reasoned that teachers are always learning. Learning is a basic purpose of life.
I first taught seminary in 1949 in Brigham City. I had been a student
in that seminary in my high school days. There were three of us as teachers:
the principal, Abel S. Rich; Brother A. Theodore Tuttle; and myself. Brother
Rich had opened that seminary as the second released-time seminary in the
Church. The first was established in 1912—the Granite Seminary in Salt
Lake City.
I learned much from Brother Rich. He was a prominent and successful community and Church leader. He was never hesitant. He taught me to
consider a problem, determine what gospel principle was involved, and then
make a decision. His philosophy was simply “Do what is right; let the consequence follow.”2
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Brother Rich had lived through the history of seminary and talked freely
about it. Through him I became acquainted with the old “warhorses,” as he
called them.
As I think back, a stream of memories comes forward. I recall William E.
Berrett, who opened seminary in the Uintah Basin. During the summer, he
walked from town to town recruiting students for his class. The Berretts’ first
child was born and buried there. Brother and Sister Berrett rode to the cemetery in the backseat of a car. On his lap was the little unpainted wooden
casket that he had built for their son.
Brother A. Theodore Tuttle and I also served together as supervisors over
seminaries and institutes and later together as General Authorities.
Brother Tuttle had been a lieutenant in the Marines. At the Battle of Iwo
Jima, he returned to the ship to get a large flag. On shore he handed it to a runner who took it to the top of Mount Sirabachi and onto the pages of history.
You may remember the famous picture of that flag being raised by servicemen.
That event was later cast in bronze as a memorial in Washington, DC.
Another early teacher was Elijah Hicken, who was sent to the Big Horn
Basin in Wyoming to open a seminary. He was unwelcomed. They had run
out the teacher before him—very rough class! They did not want him there
and thought to run him out, as they had others before him. His life was actually threatened. The patriarch came to him with a blessing and a promise that
his life would be protected. On the strength of that blessing, Brother Hicken
took off the six-shooter he had worn to class each day, and seminary was
planted there.
I also remember a tall, smiling J. Wiley Sessions, who opened the first
institute of religion at Moscow, Idaho, in 1926.
Strengthen Yourselves with the Words of Christ

There were three courses originally taught in seminary: Old Testament, New
Testament, and Church History. It was my privilege to add an early-morning
class on the Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon had not previously been
part of the curriculum because the students did not receive credit toward high
school graduation. I had returned from the war with a testimony of the Book
of Mormon and an understanding of how the gift of the Holy Ghost operates.
“The first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the
Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the
remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.”3

4
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Those who hold the Melchizedek Priesthood confer this gift upon every baptized member of the Church—men, women, and children equally.
Let me quote an interesting verse from the Book of Mormon about
angels and the Holy Ghost. A group had come to Nephi wondering what
they should do after baptism. He said: “Do ye not remember that I said unto
you that after ye had received the Holy Ghost ye could speak with the tongue
of angels? And now, how could ye speak with the tongue of angels save it were
by the Holy Ghost? Angels speak by the power of the Holy Ghost; wherefore,
they speak the words of Christ. Wherefore, I said unto you, feast upon the
words of Christ; for behold, the words of Christ will tell you all things what
ye should do.”4
Church Leaders Are Aware of You and Your Potential

Early in my years of teaching, I had a personal contact with Elder Harold B.
Lee. I can remember standing with my wife outside the home of a counselor in
our stake presidency, Eberhardt Zundel. I was serving as an assistant stake clerk.
We were there for lunch between sessions of our stake conference. Elder Lee
came out of the house and walked right up to me. I was speechless. There I was
talking to an Apostle. (I have talked with a few other Apostles since that time!)
Elder Lee said, pointing to the Zundel home, “There are great men in
there”—referring to the stake presidency. “You learn at their feet, and you
will never be off course.” I teared up just a little, and Elder Lee said: “God
bless you, my boy. One day you will carry great responsibility in this Church.”
I suppose he said that to a lot of boys, but it had a profound effect on me. I
remember the feeling I had in his presence.
A few years later I was speaking to seminary teachers in Salt Lake City.
A call came telling me that I was to go immediately to the office of President
David O. McKay. It was Saturday morning, and general conference was to
convene shortly. I went quickly to President McKay’s office.
There was an attendant there, and he said, “What are you doing here?”
I said, “President McKay sent for me.”
He said, “That’s what they all say! You sit right there.” I sat right there!
Soon President Hugh B. Brown, Counselor in the First Presidency, came
through the corridor and said, “What are you doing here? Why are you sitting here?”
And I said, “I can’t get in.”
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He said, “I’ll fix that.” He ushered me into the office of President David O.
McKay.
I went to sit across from his desk, and he motioned for me to come
around. He had a chair behind his desk, facing him. President McKay took
hold of both my hands and called me to be an Assistant to the Quorum of
the Twelve Apostles. That was the closest I had ever been to the President of
the Church.
A few minutes later he looked at his watch and said, “We must go now to
the Tabernacle. Sister Packer will just have to learn about this as it comes out
over the air.” And she did!
Fifty years and more than 2.5 million miles of worldwide travel later, I
have an ever-deepening interest in the seminary and institute programs and
more particularly in the youth.
The Gift of the Holy Ghost Will Protect You in Enemy Territory

You have been taught all of your lives about the gift of the Holy Ghost, but
teaching can only go so far. You can and, in fact, you must go the rest of the
way alone to discover within yourself how the Holy Ghost can be a guiding
and protective influence.
For young men and young women, the process is the same. Discovering
how the Holy Ghost operates in your life is the quest of a lifetime. Once you
have made that discovery for yourself, you can live in enemy territory and not
be deceived or destroyed. No member of this Church—and that means each
of you—will ever make a serious mistake without first being warned by the
promptings of the Holy Ghost.
Sometimes when you have made a mistake, you may have said afterward,
“I knew I should not have done that. It did not feel right,” or perhaps, “I knew
I should have done that. I just did not have the courage to act!” Those impressions are the Holy Ghost attempting to direct you toward good or warning
you away from harm.
The Holy Ghost will withdraw if you participate in immoral practices or
fill your mind with such things that come when one watches pornography.
You can quickly learn to follow the promptings of the Holy Ghost. This
power of revelation from the gift of the Holy Ghost operates on principles of
righteousness.
There are certain things that you must not do if the lines of communication are to remain open. You cannot lie or cheat or steal or act immorally
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and have those channels remain free from disruption. Do not go where the
environment resists spiritual communication.
You must learn to seek the power and direction that is available to you,
and then follow that course no matter what.
Prayer Is an Important Line of Communication

First on your “to do” list, put the word prayer. Most of the time your prayers
will be silent. You can think a prayer.
Parents and teachers are concerned about the day that their children
or youth are left on their own. You are never left outside the influence of a
Heavenly Parent. He is our Father, and He is always there.
Sometimes it is hard for young people to confide in their parents. You
can always have a direct line of communication with your Father in Heaven.
Do not allow the adversary to convince you that no one is listening on the
other end. Your prayers are always heard. You are never alone!
Keep Your Spiritual Receptors Strong

Take care of your body. Be clean. “Know ye not that ye are the temple of God,
and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?”5
The Prophet Joseph Smith received the Word of Wisdom by revelation.
In simple terms: no tea, coffee, alcohol, or tobacco.6 It was not known at that
time that these things were bad for your health and can be addicting. The terrible plague of drug addiction was not understood then.
Read carefully the promises found in section 89 of the Doctrine and
Covenants: “All saints who remember to keep and do these sayings, walking
in obedience to the commandments, shall receive health in their navel and
marrow to their bones; and shall find wisdom and great treasures of knowledge, even hidden treasures; and shall run and not be weary, and shall walk
and not faint.”7
The Word of Wisdom does not promise perfect health but that the spiritual receptors within you might be strengthened. The certainty is that your
body will, in due time, grow old and eventually become uninhabitable, and
the spirit will be forced to leave. We call that death.
Stay away from tattoos and similar things that deface your body. Do
not do that which would dishonor yourself, your parents, or your Father in
Heaven. Your body was created in His image.
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Unworthy people can be uncomfortable in the presence of someone who
is virtuous. Do not be embarrassed by the teasing you may get from those
around you. In the end, many will understand and respect you for your values.
Prophetic Counsel Teaches What Is True

I want to speak now in the Marion G. Romney pattern of straight talk about
another matter. One thing that I have learned about young people through
all of these years: You not only can take the truth, but you want to know the
truth.
We know that gender was set in the premortal world.8 “The spirit and the
body are the soul of man.”9 This matter of gender is of great concern to the
Brethren, as are all matters of morality.
A few of you may have felt or been told that you were born with troubling
feelings and that you are not guilty if you act on those temptations. Doctrinally
we know that if that were true your agency would have been erased, and that
cannot happen. You always have a choice to follow the promptings of the
Holy Ghost and live a morally pure and chaste life, one filled with virtue.
President Gordon B. Hinckley announced the following in a general
conference:
People inquire about our position on those who consider themselves . . . gays and
lesbians. My response is that we love them as sons and daughters of God. They may
have certain inclinations which are powerful and which may be difficult to control.
Most people have [temptations] of one kind or another at various times. If they do
not act upon these inclinations, then they can go forward as do all other members
of the Church. If they violate the law of chastity and the moral standards of the
Church, then they are subject to the discipline of the Church, just as others are.
We want to help . . . strengthen them, to assist them with their problems and
to help them with their difficulties. But we cannot stand idle if they indulge in
immoral activity, if they try to uphold and defend and live in a so-called same-sex
marriage situation. To permit such would be to make light of the very serious and
sacred foundation of God-sanctioned marriage and its very purpose, the rearing of
families.10

President Hinckley was speaking for the Church.
Use Your Agency to Keep or Regain Safe Ground

The first gift that Adam and Eve received was agency: “Thou mayest choose
for thyself, for it is given unto thee.”11
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You have that same agency. Use it wisely to deny acting on any impure
impulse or unholy temptation that may come into your mind. Just do not go
there, and if you are already there, come back out of it. “Deny yourselves of
all ungodliness.”12
Do not tamper with the life-giving powers in your body alone or with
members of either gender. That is the standard of the Church, and it will
not change. As you mature, there is a temptation to experiment or explore
immoral activities. Do not do that!
It is natural to resist restraints of any kind. I realize that you do not like
to be told what to do. But if immoral conduct is a temptation for you, I plead
with you to do all in your power to overcome it, however difficult it may be.
The key word is discipline—self-discipline. The word discipline comes
from the word disciple, or follower. Be a disciple/follower of the Savior, and
you will be safe.
One or two of you may be thinking, “I am already guilty of this or that
serious mistake. It is too late for me.” It is never too late.
You have been taught at home and in seminary about the Atonement of
Jesus Christ. The Atonement is like an eraser. It can wipe away guilt and the
effect of whatever it is that is causing you to feel guilty.
Guilt is spiritual pain. Do not suffer from chronic pain. Get rid of it. Be
done with it. Repent and, if necessary, repent again and again and again and
again until you—not the enemy—are in charge of you.
Lasting Peace Comes by Repenting Often

Life turns out to be a succession of trials and errors. Add “repent often” to
your list of things to do. This will bring you lasting peace that cannot be purchased at any earthly price. Understanding the Atonement may be the one
most important truth that you can learn in your youth.
If you are associating with others who drag you down instead of building you up, stop and change company. You may be alone and lonely at times.
The important question may be asked then: “When you are alone, are you in
good company?” If you are doing something that you know is wrong, stop it.
Stop it now.
Unwinding a bad habit that you have allowed to entangle you can be very
difficult. But the power is in you to do it. Do not despair. The Prophet Joseph
Smith taught that “all beings who have bodies have power over those who
have not.”13 You can resist temptation!
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It is not likely that you will ever have a personal encounter with the adversary; he does not show himself that way. But even if he came personally to you
to test and tempt you, you have an advantage. You can assert your agency, and
he will have to leave you alone.
It is not easy. Life is not guaranteed to be either easy or fair. That is the
test.
When you choose to repent, you will receive a testimony and know that
the gospel is true. You will know what the Lord meant when He promised,
“Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be
red like crimson, they shall be as wool.”14 And then this great scripture: “And
[He] will remember [your sins] no more.”15 So why don’t you “not remember”
them.
Take Advantage of the Blessings of Seminary

You are not ordinary. You are very special. You are exceptional. How do I
know that? I know that because you were born at a time and in a place where
the gospel of Jesus Christ can come into your life through the teachings and
activities of your home and of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
It is, as the Lord Himself has said, “the only true and living church upon the
face of the whole earth.”16
There are other things we could add to the list, but you know what you
should and should not be doing in your life. You know right and wrong and
do not need to be commanded in all things.
Do not squander these years of seminary instruction. Take advantage of
the great blessing you have to learn the doctrines of the Church and the teachings of the prophets. Learn that which is of most worth. It will bless you and
your posterity for many generations to come.
Alma commanded his son Helaman: “O, remember, my son, and learn
wisdom in thy youth; yea, learn in thy youth to keep the commandments of
God.”17
People now, to a large extent, are tempted to surrender their agency or
independence and replace it with the word entitlement. They expect that
everything will be freely provided for them. If that pattern is in your thinking, get rid of it. If you want to be happy, you must pay the price through
obedience. The restraints that you face against wrongdoing are an enormous
protection for you.
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When our children were little, they would sometimes say, “Do I have to
do that?” The answer is, “No, you do not have to. You get to.”
Once you have this self-control in your life, you will not need to be told
what to do all of the time. You will find your way and know where you fit in.
Some of you are floundering about and struggling to find what you will
do. It does not really matter what you choose to do for a living. What matters is what you will be. You have the guidelines to know that. Remember the
Spirit is always with you to teach you.
Not many years will pass until you are married and have children, a marriage that should be sealed in the temple. Our prayer is that you will find
yourself, in due time, safely settled in a family ward or branch. You will find
that you will learn more from your children than ever they will learn from you.
Go Forward with Hope and Faith

Do not fear the future. Do not fear what is ahead. Go forward with hope and
faith. Remember that supernal gift of the Holy Ghost. Learn to be taught by
it. Learn to seek it. Learn to live by it. Learn to pray always in the name of
Jesus Christ.18 The Spirit of the Lord will attend you, and you will be blessed.
The poet wrote,
So nigh is grandeur to our dust,
So near is God to man,
When Duty whispers low, Thou must,
The youth replies, I can.19
We have a deep and profound faith in you. I bear my testimony to you—a
witness that came to me in my youth. And you are no different from anyone
else than I am. You have as much right to that testimony and witness as anyone. It will come to you if you earn it. I invoke the blessings of the Lord upon
you—the blessings of that witness to be in your life, to guide you as you make
a happy future—in the name of Jesus Christ, amen.
© 2012 by Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Courtesy of LDS Church Archives

The Granite Seminary in Salt Lake City opened in 1912.
Courtesy of Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City.

A Century of Seminary
c a s ey paul g r if f it h s

Casey Paul Griffiths (griffithscp@yahoo.com) is a seminary teacher at Mountain View
 eminary in Orem, Utah.
S

O

ver 100 years ago the first released-time seminary program was launched
at Granite High School in Salt Lake City, Utah.1 Begun largely as an
experiment by a single stake, the program has since grown into a worldwide
system of religious education, bringing gospel instruction to young members
of the Church throughout the entire world. From small beginnings the seminary program, and its collegiate counterpart—institute of religion—grew to
become the primary educational entities in the Church, with a larger enrollment than any other LDS educational venture and a wider reach than almost
any educational organization worldwide. Today the seminary and institute
programs teach over 700,000 students in 143 different countries through
the efforts of nearly 50,000 full-time, part-time, and volunteer teachers and
administrators.2
How did seminary grow from a grassroots effort by one stake into the
global venture it is today? Like any organization, an exploration of the origins
of the seminary and institute programs greatly illuminates not only how it
came to be, but also its goals and ideals. In 1977 Elder Boyd K. Packer commented, “In the history of the Church there is no better illustration of the
13
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prophetic preparation of this people than the beginnings of the seminary and
institute program. These programs were started when they were nice but were
not critically needed. They were granted a season to flourish and to grow into
a bulwark for the Church. They now become a godsend for the salvation of
modern Israel in a most challenging hour.”3
An attempt to cover the entire first century of seminary must by necessity
paint only the broad strokes of the portrait, but even from a simple outline
emerges a compelling story of adaptation, innovation, and revelation.
The 1910s—A Simple Beginning

Many complex historical forces led to the creation of the seminary program.
But in the simplest sense, the program began in the simple setting of a family
home evening. Joseph F. Merrill, a newly called member of the Granite Utah
Stake presidency, sat listening to his wife, Annie, tell stories from the Bible
and the Book of Mormon to their children before they went to bed. “Her list
of these stories were so long that her husband often marveled at their number,
and frequently sat as spellbound as were the children as she skillfully related
them.”4 When Brother Merrill later asked his wife where she had learned all
of the stories, she replied that she had learned most of them in a theology class
conducted by Brother James E. Talmage at the Salt Lake Academy, a Churchowned school she had attended as a young girl. Deeply moved by his wife’s
effectiveness as a teacher, Brother Merrill immediately began contemplating
how other children attending public schools could receive the same kind of
spiritual training as his wife. He became possessed with the idea of providing
students with a religious experience as part of the school day, regardless of
what kind of school they attended. A few weeks later he presented the rough
idea for a new religious education program to the Granite Stake presidency.5
Of course, while this simple experience captures some of the revelatory
forces leading to the creation of seminary, it must be acknowledged that the
seminary program was not created in a vacuum. The desire to obtain education,
particularly religious education, was a vital part of Latter-day Saint thought
from the beginning. Revelations to the Prophet Joseph Smith admonished
members to receive education (see D&C 88:117–26) and proclaimed that
“the glory of God is intelligence” (D&C 93:36). From the beginning spiritual
and secular topics were taught hand in hand among the Saints, illustrated
by the wide array of secular topics taught in the early movements of their
primary religious structure, the Kirtland Temple.6 As the Church grew and
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moved to the Western United States, education remained a constant within
the faith.
As the nineteenth century progressed, the Church took steps to orga-

Joseph and Annie Merrill with their children, about 1912.

nize its educational efforts. In 1888 the Church organized a General Board
of Education to supervise a system of its own schools. A letter from the
First Presidency explained the need for this effort: “We feel that the time
has arrived when the proper education of our children should be taken in
hand by us as a people.”7 The leaders of the Church worried about children
attending public schools with no instruction in religious principles. The educational efforts launched a system of Church academies spread throughout
the Intermountain West.8 It was at one of these schools that Annie Merrill
received her theological training from Brother James E. Talmage and other
gifted teachers. To meet the needs of students unable to attend the Church
academies, Church leaders also initiated a movement of religion classes,
intended to supplement public education by providing religious training
outside of school hours.9 Both systems enjoyed success, but as the number
of public schools grew, it became increasingly difficult for LDS families to
support both systems. Eventually, the number of students enrolled in the
academies began to decline. By 1911, the same time Joseph Merrill began
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thinking about a new system, the number of students in Utah public schools
surpassed the enrollment in Church academies for the first time.10
Joseph F. Merrill, an energetic young professor at the University of Utah,
wanted to find a way to make Church education work alongside public education rather than in competition with it. Possibly inspired by a religious
seminary he had seen in Chicago during his graduate education, Brother
Merrill struck upon the idea of building a separate structure near a public school where students could attend religion classes during their regular
school day. This plan won approval among the Granite Stake board of education and the Church Board of Education. In a subsequent meeting with the
local public school board, Joseph Merrill arranged for students to be released
during school time, and even to receive school credit for their study in biblical topics.11
The next task facing Brother Merrill was the selection of the right teacher
for the venture. In a letter outlining the qualities wanted for the position, he
wrote:
May I suggest it is the desire of the presidency of the stake to have a strong young
man who is properly qualified to do the work in a most satisfactory manner. By
young we do not necessarily mean a teacher who is young in years, but a man who
is young in his feelings, who loves young people, who delights in their company,
who can command their respect and admiration and exercise a great influence over
them. . . . We want a man who is a thorough student, one who will not teach in a perfunctory way, but who will enliven his instructions by a strong, winning personality
and give evidence of a thorough understanding of and scholarship in the things he
teaches. . . . A teacher is wanted who is a leader and who will be universally regarded
as the inferior of no teacher in the high school.12

The man ultimately selected for the task was Thomas J. Yates, a member
of the Granite Stake high council.13 He held no specific expertise in religion,
nor was he a career educator. His only experience in teaching came 20 years
earlier during a one-year stint at the Church academy in Millard County,
Utah. A graduate of Cornell University, at the time of his call Brother Yates
was working as an engineer on the construction of the nearby Murray power
plant. But Thomas Yates did excel as a disciple. He served faithfully on the
stake high council and in a number of important missionary assignments.
Frank Taylor, the president of the Granite Stake, once commented, “Brother
Yates always reminds me of Joseph who was sold into Egypt; he is a tower of
purity and strength.”14
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Thomas J. Yates, the first seminary teacher, pictured about 1901.

With the right teacher selected, Brother Merrill and Brother Yates
set about working out the details of the new venture. They made the vital
decision to center the class around the scriptures. Merrill even negotiated
with the local public school board to arrange two courses for high school
credit—a class on the Old Testament and another on the New Testament.
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A third course, offered without credit, combined the study of the Book of
Mormon and Church history.15 Brother Yates met with the faculty of Granite
High School several times to secure full cooperation. During the same time,
President Frank Taylor secured a $2,500 loan from Zion’s Savings Bank for
the construction of a building near the high school. Construction on the first
seminary building began just a few weeks before school started. The finished
structure consisted of three rooms: an office, a cloak room, and a classroom.
The classroom itself had a blackboard, armrest seats, and a furnace for heat.
There were no lights. The only textbooks were the Bible and the Book of
Mormon. The seminary’s entire library consisted of a Bible dictionary belonging to Brother Yates. Students made their own maps of the Holy Land, North
America, Mesopotamia, and Arabia.16
The first class in the fall of 1912 consisted of about 70 students.17 Many
students were unable to take seminary the first year because the building
wasn’t finished until three weeks into the school year!18 For the entire first
year, Thomas Yates spent the morning working at the Murray power plant;
then he rode his horse to the seminary to teach during the last two periods of
the day.19 In a 1950 interview he described how the class operated that first
year:
Students were asked to prepare a whole chapter in the Bible and then report to the
class. Then the class would discuss it.
No textbooks were used.
The students did not have any form of recreation, there were no parties, no
dances, no class affairs or anything in recreation to deviate from the regular pattern
of things.20

Thomas Yates taught for only one year. President Taylor asked him to
return for the second year, but the strain of traveling back and forth from the
Murray power plant proved to be too much, and he declined. As his replacement, Brother Yates recommended Guy C. Wilson, a professional educator
who had recently moved to Salt Lake City from Colonia Juárez.21
Brother Wilson later commented that it was generally felt that the lack
of funding and facilities had prevented Brother Yates from giving the work
a longer trial. Despite the difficulties, the new venture had already begun to
have an impact. Nearly a century later, President Henry B. Eyring of the First
Presidency commented on the impact of the first class at Granite Seminary.
Feeling overwhelmed as the newly appointed Deputy Commissioner of
Church Education, Brother Eyring recalled:
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My assignment to help such a vast number of teachers seemed overwhelming until
someone handed me a small roll book. It was for the first class of seminary taught in
the Church. It was for the school year 1912–13. . . .
In that roll book was the name of Mildred Bennion. She was 16 years old that
year. Thirty-one years later she would become my mother. She was the daughter of
a man we would today call “less active.” Her mother was left a widow the fall of the
year after that first seminary class began. She raised and supported my mother and
five other children alone on a small farm. Somehow that one seminary teacher cared
enough about her and prayed fervently enough over that young girl that the Spirit
put the gospel down into her heart.
That one teacher blessed tens of thousands because he taught just one girl in
a crowd of 70.22

Granite remained the only seminary in the Church until 1915 when
the Box Elder Seminary in Brigham City, Utah, opened with Abel S. Rich as
the teacher.23 Throughout the remainder of the decade the seminary system
began to pick up momentum, with more and more seminaries established
throughout Utah, Idaho, and Arizona. By the end of the decade there were a
total of 20 seminaries in operation.24
Seminary also continued to gain legitimacy as an educational entity. In
January 1916, the Utah State Board of Education officially approved high
school credit for Old and New Testament studies in the seminaries.25 As the
decade continued, seminaries began to emerge as a viable alternative to the
academy system, which continued to be eclipsed by the rapid expansion of
public schools. President Joseph F. Smith felt the academy system had reached
the limits of its expansion and confronted the reality that the Church would
“have to trim our educational sails to the financial winds.”26 With the academies becoming too expensive to maintain, the seminaries offered a method
of teaching the scriptures to the youth of the Church in a less expensive way
that could reach more students than the Church academies.
The 1920s—Seminary Moves to the Forefront

In 1920 the hierarchy of the Church’s educational program was reorganized.
David O. McKay was appointed as Commissioner of Church Education.
Adam S. Bennion, a former principal of Granite High School, was appointed
as Church Superintendent of Education.27 By the early 1920s, 90 percent
of the secondary students in Utah attended public schools. In March 1920
the Church education commission proposed the closure or transfer to state
control of nearly all the remaining Church academies and called for a major
expansion of the seminary program to meet the needs of the youth in the
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Church.28 In the years after the organization of the academy system, Church
members grew more comfortable with public education, and now seminary
accorded LDS students a chance to study the scriptures alongside the secular
subjects taught in the high schools. With the closure of most of the academies, the Church moved to focus its efforts on the kind of education only
the Church could provide—religious training.
With the majority of the academies closing, the number of seminaries
grew at an explosive rate during the 1920s. The number of operating seminaries grew from 20 to 81 by the end of the decade alone.29 The change from
the academy system to the seminaries did not mean Church leaders felt the
seminaries could completely replace the academies. Superintendent Bennion
worried that “under our present system our seminary work is too theoretical.
Indeed it is practically all instruction and no action—no application.”30 The
superintendent wanted to raise the seminaries to a more professional level
and ensure greater cooperation with the priesthood leaders of the Church.31
With these goals in mind, he began to raise the academic standards for seminary, and he initiated programs for training teachers.
One of the first changes Superintendent Bennion made was to initiate a
summer training school for seminary teachers. Beginning in 1920 seminary
teachers were called together to standardize course outlines. Prior to this time,
the scriptures served as the textbooks in seminary courses. Superintendent
Bennion introduced the first textbooks used alongside the scriptures. In 1921
several General Authorities, including James E. Talmage, Melvin J. Ballard,
Joseph Fielding Smith, George F. Richards, and Anthony W. Ivins delivered lectures to the teachers.32 Beginning in 1926 school was held at Aspen
Grove in Provo Canyon. Classes were held for six weeks with the majority
of the teachers living in tents. One teacher fondly recalled his experience in
the mountains: “The total teaching force numbered about ninety. We had
one building used for both classwork and as a study hall. . . . Most of the
group engaged in playing softball and volleyball for afternoon recreation. . . .
Friendships made during that summer became warm and enduring. . . . I felt
close to my Maker and awed by the majesty of His creations.”33
In 1926 new questions arose over the future of education in the Church.
At a meeting of the Church Board of Education held in February 1926,
Superintendent Bennion submitted a report which noted that the per capita
cost of educating a student at a Church school was $204.97 per year compared to $23.73 for a seminary student. The report pointedly asked, “Does
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the Church receive benefit in returns from an 8 to 1 investment in Church
Schools as against Seminaries?”34 Adam S. Bennion called for a full withdrawal from the field of secular education and for the Church to focus its
resources exclusively on religious education. Since this move would mean the
closure of all the Church colleges, Superintendent Bennion proposed the creation of “collegiate seminaries” to meet the needs of LDS college students.
His plan was to “have at the University . . . a strong man who could draw
students to him and whom they could consult personally and counsel with
such a man would be of infinite value.”35 The first school considered for the
new venture was the University of Idaho in Moscow.36
A few months later, in October 1926, the First Presidency met with
James Wyley Sessions,37 who had recently returned from a seven-year term
as a mission president in South Africa. Physically exhausted and financially
destitute by his missionary service, Brother Sessions was meeting with the
First Presidency in hopes of securing a position in the Utah-Idaho Sugar
Company. In the middle of the meeting, President Charles W. Nibley, Second
Counselor in the First Presidency, stopped speaking in midsentence, turned
to Church President Heber J. Grant and abruptly announced, “Heber, we’re
making a mistake! I never felt very good about Brother Sessions going into
the sugar business, he may not like it. There’s something else for him.” After a
moment of silence, President Nibley looked directly at Brother Sessions and
said, “He’s the man to send up to the University of Idaho to take care of our
boys and girls that are up there and to see what the Church ought to do for
our college students who are attending state universities.” Brother Sessions
was not immediately enthusiastic about this new call and responded, “Oh no!
Here, I’ve been home just twelve days today, since we arrived from more than
seven years in the mission system, are you calling me on another mission?”
President Grant spoke next saying, “No, no Brother Sessions, we’re just offering you a wonderful professional opportunity.”
Years later Brother Sessions recalled his conflicted feelings upon leaving
the meeting, “I went, crying nearly all the way. I didn’t want to do it. But just
a few days later our baggage was checked to Moscow, Idaho, and we went to
Moscow, Idaho (laughs) and there started the LDS Institutes of Religion.”38
J. Wyley Sessions was an unlikely choice for the new venture. He had
no background in formal education, no experience with the seminary system,
and no advanced degrees. He had attended a university, but his degree was in
agriculture. When leaving for Idaho, the only instruction he received from
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President Grant was, “Brother Sessions, go up there and see what we ought
to do for the boys and girls who attend state universities and the Lord bless
you.”39 Arriving in Moscow, Wyley Sessions was met with a mixed reception.
Local Church leaders had been pleading with the Church Board of Education
for years to send someone to teach religion. The young students at the school
welcomed him warmly.40 Nonmembers in the community viewed the new
teacher with suspicion. A local committee was even appointed to ensure that
Brother Sessions didn’t “Mormonize” the university!41 Despite his initial
hesitation, J. Wyley Sessions dove into his assignment with gusto. He joined
the local Chamber of Commerce, the Kiwanis Club, and even enrolled at
the university, seeking a master’s degree to provide himself with the academic
credentials to teach on the collegiate level.42 Quick to laughter, and with
a perpetual smile on his face (his nickname from his students was “Smiley
Wyley”),43 he quickly began making friends for the Church.
Back in Salt Lake City, Superintendent Adam S. Bennion resigned and
was replaced by Joseph F. Merrill, who received the title of Commissioner of
Church Education. Sixteen years after the creation of the Granite Seminary,
Commissioner Merrill received the chance to see his ideas implemented
at a university level. Through their correspondence, Brother Sessions and
Commissioner Merrill worked out the philosophical foundations of the
new program. Remembering back to his graduate education in the East,
Commissioner Merrill wanted the new venture to serve as a bridge between
the secular teachings of the university and the truths of the gospel. In his
mind, the purpose of Brother Sessions’s work was to “enable our young people attending the colleges to make the necessary adjustments between the
things they have been taught in the Church and the things they are learning
in the university, to enable them to become firmly settled in their faith as
members of the Church.”44 Commissioner Merrill, a scientist by profession,
wanted institute to be designed specifically to allow the reconciliation of faith
and reason. To this end, he concluded:
Personally, I am convinced that religion is as reasonable as science; that religious
truths and scientific truths nowhere are in conflict; that there is one great unifying purpose extending throughout all creation; that we are living in a wonderful,
though at the present time deeply mysterious, world; and that there is an all-wise,
all-powerful Creator back of it all. Can this same faith be developed in the minds of
all our collegiate and university students? Our collegiate institutes are established
as means to this end.45
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J. Wyley Sessions also drew on the university faculty for help in creating the new venture. Dr. Jay G. Eldridge, a nonmember professor of German
and dean of the faculty, even suggested that Brother Sessions should call the
new building the Latter-day Saint Institute of Religion. His intention was
that other congregations would build similar structures and name them
the Methodist Institute of Religion, and so forth.46 Brother Sessions, liking
the name, sent the request to Commissioner Merrill in Salt Lake City, who
approved the official name in April 1928.47 A few days later a letter arrived
from Commissioner Joseph F. Merrill addressed “to the Director of the
Latter-day Saint Institute of Religion—Moscow, Idaho,” making the name
official.48

The first institute building in Moscow, Idaho, shortly after its completion.

Brother Sessions designed the first institute building to be “a church
home away from home.”49 Not just a class building, it also featured a reception
room, a chapel, a ballroom, a library, and a serving kitchen. The entire second
floor of the building held 11 nicely furnished dormitory rooms, capable of
accommodating 22 male students. The exterior of the building consisted of
Tudor Gothic style of architecture, corresponding with the other buildings at
the university.50 Wyley Sessions believed that obtaining the funds to build the
building was a minor miracle in and of itself, especially over the objections
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of Commissioner Merrill, whom Brother Sessions later jokingly called “the
most economical, conservative General Authority of this dispensation.”51
The Moscow Institute building was dedicated on September 25, 1928, by
President Charles W. Nibley.52 It was fitting that President Nibley dedicated
the building, since it was his inspiration that had sent J. Wyley Sessions to
Moscow nearly two years earlier. Commissioner Merrill and other Church
dignitaries also attended. In just a few short years, the institute came to be
widely respected on the campus. The institute was visited by others hoping
to fashion similar facilities for other denominations. Ernest O. Holland,
president of Washington State College, visited the building several times and
remarked to several gatherings of educators that the institute program came
nearer to solving the problem of religious education for college students than
any other program he knew of.53
After a successful start to the work, Brother and Sister Sessions departed
from Moscow in 1929, moving to Pocatello, Idaho, to begin another institute program there. By this time, a second institute program had already been
launched in Logan, Utah, with W. W. Henderson as the first teacher.54 J. Wyley
Sessions himself went on to found another institute in Laramie, Wyoming,
and began work on yet another in Flagstaff, Arizona, before he received a call
to serve as the president of the mission home (the early forerunner to modern
Missionary Training Centers) in Salt Lake City.55 Explaining the value of the
institute program, he remarked:
Religion is practical in life and living. It is not theory, but is absolutely necessary
to a complete and well-rounded education. There can be no complete education
without religious training. It must not, therefore, be crowded out, but a place for it
must be left or made in an educational program and it must be kept alive, healthy,
and growing.56

The 1930s—Charting the Course

The decade of the 1930s started with a bang for the seminary program. On
January 7, 1930, the Utah state inspector of high schools, Isaac L. Williamson,
published a scathing report on the relationship between public high schools
and the seminaries. The report was printed in full two days later in the
Salt Lake Tribune, taking up an entire page in extremely small print.57 Isaac
Williamson, a non-Mormon originally from Oklahoma, had served for nearly
20 years in Utah education, and now leveled a serious attack against the legality
of the seminary program. His report brought up rumors of sectarian teaching

A Century of Seminary

25

in for-credit classes—the academic consequences of releasing students from
school time—and the state’s cost for the program. On a fundamental level,
Mr. Williamson questioned the very constitutionality of the seminaries, seeing them as an affront to the separation of Church and state. In Williamson’s
view, the seminaries and the public schools were “thought of as one institution”58 in the mind of the public.
Some of Mr. Williamson’s accusations were petty. For example, he charged
that seminaries were costing the state tax dollars because high schools and
seminaries were next to each other and students riding buses were using state
funds to attend a seminary.59 Other charges were more serious. For example,
Mr. Williamson gave examples of specific LDS doctrine taught in classes
where credit was offered. Williamson’s accusations included reports of seminary teachers stating that the location of the Garden of Eden was in Missouri,
discussing the the superiority of the Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible,
and teaching about the physical translation of Enoch and the city of Zion.60
Commissioner Merrill responded publicly to all of the report’s charges
saying, “Was not the writer of the report straining at a gnat and swallowing
a camel? How, for example, does the existence of a seminary near any high
school add one penny to the cost of transporting pupils to and from the high
school?”61 At the Church’s April 1930 general conference, President Heber J.
Grant called for a public vote to determine the future of the seminaries.62
In May 1930, after months of preparation, Commissioner Merrill appeared
before the Utah State Board with the following argument:
The adoption of the Committee’s suggestions means the death of the seminary, and
the enemies of the seminary all know it. But why do they want to kill something that
every high school principal and school superintendent of experience say is good,
being one of the most effective agencies in character training and good citizenship
that influences the student? Is religious prejudice trying to mask in legal sheep’s
clothing for the purpose of stabbing the seminary, this agency that has had such a
wonderful influence in bringing a united support to the public schools? 63

Commissioner Joseph F. Merrill’s defense seemed to bring an end to legal
threats against the seminaries. The Utah State Board put off voting on the
question for over a year, finally voting in September 1931. The verdict came
out six to three in favor of continuing the credit policy for seminary. The
state board also allowed a continuance of released-time seminary privileges
for students enrolled in seminary.64
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While the vote signaled a victory for the seminary program, it also sent
ripples through the system that resulted in changes in almost every part
of the Church’s educational program. Many of the major problems in Mr.
Williamson’s report came from mistakes made by untrained teachers. To
raise the scholarship of the teachers in the system, beginning in the summer
of 1930 scholars came from the University of Chicago’s divinity school to
provide training. Over the next few years, prominent names in the field of
biblical studies—such as Edgar Goodspeed Jr., William C. Graham, and
John T. McNeil—taught during summer training.65 In addition, several
promising young LDS teachers received a call from Commissioner Merrill
to attend the University of Chicago to receive divinity training. Among the
more recognizable names from this group were Sidney B. Sperry, T. Edgar
Lyon, Russel B. Swensen, and Heber C. Snell.66
In 1931 Joseph F. Merrill was called as an Apostle; two years later he succeeded John A. Widtsoe as the president of the European mission.67 When
John A. Widtsoe returned home he again became the Commissioner of
Church Education, taking Commissioner Merrill’s place. He was in turn succeeded by Franklin L. West, a physics professor from Utah State University,
who took over as commissioner in 1936. During this time a feeling existed
that the response to the 1930 crisis may have shifted the seminary and institute programs too far toward a secular approach. President Joseph Fielding
Smith became concerned when he heard a talk given at an institute training
that openly advocated a more secular approach toward teaching the gospel.
President Smith then wrote to Commissioner West in March of 1937, “If the
views of these men become dominant in the Church, then we may just as well
close up shop and say to the world that Mormonism is a failure.”68
With these concerns in mind, President J. Reuben Clark Jr., the First
Counselor in the First Presidency, spoke with Church religious educators
at Aspen Grove in the summer of 1938. His speech, entitled “The Charted
Course of the Church in Education,” became a foundational document in
defining the role of religious education in the Church. President Clark
began by laying down the primary expectation of the First Presidency for the
teachers:
The first requisite of a teacher for teaching these principles is a personal testimony
of their truth. No amount of learning, no amount of study, and no number of
scholastic degrees, can take the place of this testimony, which is the sine qua non
of the teacher in our Church school system. No teacher who does not have a real
testimony of the truth of the Gospel as revealed to and believed by the Latter-day
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Saints, and a testimony of the Sonship and Messiahship of Jesus, and of the divine
mission of Joseph Smith—including in all its reality the First Vision—has any place
in the Church school system. If there be any such, and I hope and pray there are
none, he should at once resign; if the Commissioner knows of any such and he does
not resign, the Commissioner should request his resignation. The First Presidency
expect this pruning to be made.69

President J. Reuben Clark Jr.
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President Clark’s words came as a stern rebuke to some of the teachers
in the audience. One young teacher noted, “There was considerable discussion about it around our campfires”; he even remembered an older teacher
offering his resignation to Commissioner West that very night, though it
was refused.70 When the address was published to the Church, a close friend
of President Clark’s wrote to him saying, “It was so timely, so necessary, and
seemed to me to be a real revelation.”71 President Clark wrote back, “I said a
good many things then that I had been thinking for a long while, and wishing
to say. I think that most of the parents of the Church will agree with all that
I said.”72
President Clark’s address clarified the role of a religious educator within
the Church. As the seminary and institute programs sought to raise their
professional standards, there was a temptation to adopt a worldly approach
toward the scriptures. Higher biblical criticism, with its secular view of the
scriptures, began to influence the system and its teachers. President Clark’s
address made it clear that testimony was a higher goal than scholarship and
that the words of the prophets were more important as a guide to the scriptures than the writings of the latest scholars. The tools of the world could be
utilized, but only to the degree that they assisted in the highest goal of bringing the gospel into the hearts of the students. Perhaps the most insightful
comment of President Clark’s address directly concerned the students when
he said, “The youth of the Church are hungry for things of the spirit; they are
eager to learn the Gospel, and they want it straight, undiluted.”73
All of these philosophical shifts took place against the backdrop of the
austere years of the Great Depression. Despite the harsh economic realities
of the day, the seminaries and institutes continued to grow. During the 1930s
seventeen new seminaries opened74 and eight new institutes.75 A milestone
during this time came with the opening of the institute at the University
of Utah after years of negotiations.76 Commissioners Merrill, Widtsoe, and
West all asked for greater austerity from the teachers in the system. One
teacher recalled his salary being cut by 40 percent during the darkest years
of the Depression.77 During these times the inspiration in moving toward a
less expensive system became clear. Church education was reaching more students than ever, despite the difficult nature of the times.
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The 1940s—Weathering the Storm

The tumultuous years of World War II slowed the growth of the seminaries
and institutes. Because of the massive population shifts resulting from the war
effort, five seminaries actually closed during the war years.78 In the aftermath
of the “Charted Course” address, the First Presidency, particularly President
J. Reuben Clark Jr., continued to keep a watchful eye on religious education.
President Clark held multiple conversations with Elders John A. Widtsoe
and Joseph F. Merrill, the two Apostles most involved in religious education,
to express his concerns.
At a meeting held in March 1940, President Clark took Elders Widtsoe
and Merrill aside to speak privately. President Clark’s notes from the meeting record, “I told them all the Presidency wants is the gospel.”79 With a son
teaching in the system, President Clark felt compelled to keep an eye on developments.80 He expressed his concerns in a letter to a seminary principal in
1941, writing, “I express to you the hope that all the seminaries of the Church
will abandon their generalities based on sectarian concepts, frequently, in fact,
almost always contrary to the principles and doctrines of the Church, and
get back to the great fundamentals of the restored Gospel and Priesthood.”81
During this decade, a new venture in seminary began at the Intermountain
Indian School in Brigham City, Utah. Six-hundred Navajo students arrived at
the school in November 1949, with six young Latter-day Saints among their
number. Two representatives from the local stakes—J. Edwin Baird, a member of the Box Elder Stake presidency, and Boyd K. Packer, a young seminary
teacher and member of the high council in the North Box Elder Stake—
received a call to look after the needs of these students.82 Brother Packer
remembered a meeting in the Brigham City Tabernacle where President
George Albert Smith spoke on the need to help the Indian people. President
Smith said that anyone who helped the Indian people would be greatly
blessed, an experience which electrified Boyd K. Packer.83 Out of the efforts
of Brothers Baird and Packer grew the Indian seminary program, an effort
to bring religious education to young Native American Church members
throughout the United States. Over the next decade 16 different Indian seminaries opened to meet the needs of students scattered across the country.84
The immediate postwar years saw another surge in the growth of the
seminaries. During that decade 17 new seminaries opened, increasing the
total number to 109. Seminaries were an established part of the Church
program but still caused controversy in some areas. In Salt Lake City a fierce
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political battle raged during the early 1940s over the rights of students to
be released from school to attend seminary.85 An advertisement appearing
in both the Salt Lake Tribune and the Salt Lake Telegram on June 22, 1943,
urged “all clear-thinking American citizens, whether Mormon, Catholic, Jew,
Protestant, or any other religious group” to attend a meeting of the Salt Lake
School Board and “protest! protest! protest!” a new law authorizing released
time within the school district.86
Ironically, the lack of released time in the Salt Lake district gave rise to
another adaptation: early-morning seminary. Near the end of the 1940s at the
West High School seminary in Salt Lake City, Marion D. Hanks, a local attorney, began teaching early-morning seminary classes. Since the classes took
place outside the school day and free of academic credit, Brother Hanks was
able to use the Book of Mormon as his main text. The class was so successful
it eventually drew the attention of Commissioner West, who went to speak
with Brother Hanks personally about the class. According to one account:
Frank West asked Brother Hanks what he was doing. He told him he was teaching
an early morning class. “How many come?” asked West. “Sixty,” said Brother Hanks.
“What do you teach them?” asked West. “Book of Mormon,” Brother Hanks said.
“How do you teach it?” West asked. “I just open up the book, we read and discuss
what we read.” “How many come each day?” asked West. “All of them,” Brother
Hanks said.87

The 1950s—New Methods and New Leadership

During the April 1950 general conference, 10 stake presidents from the
Los Angeles area met with Elder Joseph Fielding Smith of the Quorum of
the Twelve Apostles to discuss the possibility of establishing some kind of
seminary program for the youth in their areas. One of the stake presidents
pleaded that their youth “needed something that they could rally to, more
than Sunday services.”88 The stake presidents received an assurance from Elder
Smith that the matter would be looked into. He then asked three of the stake
presidents, Howard W. Hunter of the Pasadena Stake, Noble Waite of the
South Los Angeles Stake, and Hugh C. Smith of the San Fernando Stake, to
begin preparatory work for starting a program in the fall of 1950.89
Within a few weeks, Commissioner Franklin L. West approached Ray L.
Jones, a seminary principal in Logan, Utah, to launch a new early-morning
seminary program in California. Brother Jones, having just completed
a new home, expressed some hesitancy over moving his family. In reply to
this, Commissioner West suggested that for a trial period Brother Jones
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could leave his family in Logan while he periodically “commuted” from Los
Angeles! His first impulse was to reject the offer, but after some discussion
with his wife and contemplation in the Logan Temple, Brother Jones chose
to accept the proposal.90 The assignment was still highly experimental and in
his orientation interview, Ray Jones peppered Commissioner West with questions, receiving very few satisfying answers:
In what areas are classes to be organized? His response: I don’t know, you’ll have to
determine that after you get to Southern California.
Where will the classes be held? His response: I don’t know, perhaps in the living room of a private home, in rented halls or if you find the need we could provide
a mobile classroom that could be moved from campus to campus.
Who will teach these classes? His response: I don’t know, you’ll have to make
that decision after you get acquainted with the area and the people.
When should the classes be held? His response: I don’t know. Many high
schools are on double session and you may have to settle for getting students
together for twenty to thirty minutes in the morning, or for a half hour after school
in the afternoon.91

Armed with only a vague notion of how to launch the new venture,
Brother Jones embarked for Southern California in earnest. The Church provided no funds for his travel, so he secured transport to Southern California
by hiring on as a “drover” on a cattle train transporting livestock from Utah
to Buena Park, California, in exchange for a ride to the state and back home
to Logan. He first worked tirelessly to secure the support of the local priesthood, and then spent the rest of the summer of 1950 engaged in a whirlwind
of preparations. He worked to find the right teachers, train them, and secure
the proper facilities for the new venture.
The early-morning seminary program launched in September 1950, less
than five months after Joseph Fielding Smith met with the 10 stake presidents.
The first school year six stakes participated with an enrollment of 195 students
in seven different classes. 92 The students, for the most part, responded enthusiastically to the program. Ina Easton, a local member, recalled: “It wasn’t the
teacher. It was the attitude and the beauty of the young people. They wanted
seminary to be good, and it was good. . . . Most parents and Priesthood leaders were very supportive, but the kids really carried the program.”93 By the end
of five years, the program in California had grown to almost 2,500 students
in 90 classes.94
From simple beginnings in the six stakes of the Los Angeles area, the program spread to become the dominant delivery method for Church education
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today. Early morning was able to follow Church members throughout the
country and meet the needs of LDS youth on a national level. Today this
model has been adapted so that depending on the local circumstances, students may meet in the morning, afternoon, or evening for class and is called
“daily seminary.” Eventually students in this kind of seminary program even
surpassed the number in released-time seminary.95
The 1950s also saw a significant change in the leadership for Church
education. In 1953 Commissioner Franklin L. West retired, having led the
system for almost 20 years. He was replaced by Ernest L. Wilkinson, the
president of Brigham Young University, who was asked by President David O.
McKay to head up a new entity: the Unified Church School System. The
new system provided unified leadership to all of the Church’s educational
organizations.96 To be the head of all religious education programs, Brother
Wilkinson appointed William E. Berrett, a teacher in the BYU Religion
Department. Brother Berrett brought a different sensibility to the seminary
and institute programs. Except for a brief stint as an assistant attorney general in Alaska, he had spent all of his professional life writing and teaching
in the seminary and institute programs. William Berrett was an exceptional
teacher and writer, having authored a number of texts for use in seminary and
institute. His experience with the system reached all the way back to the first
summer trainings held under Adam S. Bennion.97
One of Brother Berrett’s first decisions was to revamp the summer training sessions. In 1954 all of the teachers in the seminary and institute programs
met at Brigham Young University. The summer programs started 30 years earlier began with General Authorities teaching the classes, and then eventually
evolved to include biblical scholars, such as professors from the University of
Chicago. Brother Berrett wanted a return to the basics. To facilitate this, he
invited Elder Harold B. Lee to serve as the teacher. Guest speakers during the
summer included Presidents Joseph Fielding Smith and J. Reuben Clark.
Where the summer schools of the 1930s had focused on biblical archaeology, theology, and textual analysis, Elder Lee focused instead on the
importance of faith and testimony. He counseled teachers not to speculate,
to bear their testimonies often in class, and to say “I don’t know” rather than
giving an answer they weren’t sure of. Rather than emphasizing the scholarship of the teachers, Elder Lee placed the emphasis on protecting the faith of
the students. The notes from his first lecture contain a quote from Elder Lee
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BYU’s religious education staff in the late
1950s. William E. Berrett
is fifth from the left;
standing immediately
right of him is Boyd K.
Packer.

saying, “As a young man, I was anxious to display my great intelligence, but as
I grew older, I am anxious to hide my ignorance.”98
Brother Berrett also surrounded himself with a strong support team.
He was counseled by Elder Lee to “break away from previous policies of the
Department of Education” by choosing new assistants.99 Acting under this
advice, Brother Berrett chose A. Theodore Tuttle, head of the Reno Nevada
Institute, and Boyd K. Packer, a seminary principal in Brigham City, Utah, as
supervisors over the program. Though the two new supervisors were unacquainted, they soon struck up a fast friendship. Brother Berrett later described
them as “a David and Jonathan combination. They were closer than brothers.”100 The entire office staff developed close friendships under William E.
Berrett’s leadership. One member of the office staff recalled, “President
Berrett [was] the kind of man that it is easy to be loyal to.”101
Seminary and institute continued to grow, but still remained a close-knit
organization. Boyd K. Packer affectionately remembered, “President Berrett
[was] a very unusual administrator, a patriarch of a man, very wise, and very
patient, . . . a small staff, it was kind of a mom and pop operation.”102 Tuttle
later commented, “I always thought those were the golden days of the seminary system, because for a few years there we knew every man in the system,
had visited personally with his class once or twice or three times a year. . . .
Brother Packer and I hired every man, interviewed them, knew them, tended
them when they were new.”103
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As the traveling supervisors in the system, Brothers Tuttle and Packer
were instrumental in training the teachers. The motto they established for
themselves and the other teachers was “Follow the Brethren.”104 Brothers
Packer and Tuttle also stressed the need for orthodoxy throughout the system.
Elder Packer later spoke of moving “hesitantly and nervously among the men,
most of whom were senior to me in years, in service, in academic achievement,
and, I thought, in almost every other way.”105 Attending one training session among the teachers, Elder Packer recalled an experience where an older
teacher attempted to play the role of a “debunker,” delivering a presentation
critical of Church history, and impugning the integrity of several past and
present Church leaders. The teacher ended his presentation with a call for the
teachers to “wake up and be more critical and selective.” Asked to comment,
Elder Packer arose and felt inspired to speak about the famous Greek sculpture Winged Victory. Over the years, he pointed out, the statue had suffered
many cracks and scrapes, its head and arms taken, but it is still regarded as
immensely valuable. Then comparing the statue to the Church he continued:
Regarding the Church, . . . I suppose if we look we can find flaws and abrasions and
a chip missing here and there. I suppose we can see an aberration or an imperfection
in a leader of the past or perhaps the present. Nonetheless, there is still absolute,
hard-rock, undeniable, irrefutable proof, because the Church is what it is and
because that someone, sometime, with supreme inspired spiritual genius set to work
obediently under inspiration and organized it, and so it came into being. It is best
that we should enlarge ourselves to appreciate the beauty and genius of it, rather
than debunk and look for the flaws.106

Elder Packer then cautioned, “My fellow teachers, it isn’t the Church or
the gospel that is on trial. We are.”107
Encouraged by Brother Berrett, seminary and institute administrators
worked to gain a closer working relationship between the seminary and institute teachers and the leaders of the Church. Elder Tuttle recalled, “There
was a definite attempt on our part to bring the Brethren and the teachers
closer together.”108 Brothers Tuttle and Packer’s friendship continued after
A. Theodore Tuttle was called as a member of the First Council of the Seventy
in 1958. A few years later, when Boyd K. Packer was called as an Assistant to
the Quorum of the Twelve, “Brother Berrett jokingly referred to his office as
a training ground for General Authorities.”109
Under Brother Berrett’s leadership local and regional faculty meetings
were initiated, a new training program for prospective teachers began, and
the summer trainings continued. He also began encouraging teachers to seek
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advanced degrees. He raised salaries and arranged for teachers to receive
health insurance along with their employment.110 Perhaps recalling his lean
years as a teacher during the Depression, Brother Berrett worked tirelessly to
make life a little more comfortable for the teachers in seminary and institute.
The 1960s—Going Global

In 1961 a request arrived at Church headquarters from the president of
the Brisbane Australia Stake for a seminary program.111 President David O.
McKay and the Church Board of Education carefully considered the request
and began looking for ways to take religious education into the international
areas of the Church. Elders A. Theodore Tuttle and Boyd K. Packer, now
General Authorities, also brought strong voices of advocacy for expanding
the seminary and institute programs. Less than two months after his arrival
as Area President in South America, a request arrived from Elder Tuttle to
bring seminary to Uruguay. During Elder Tuttle’s five-year tenure in South
America, the requests for seminary in that region continued to multiply.112
Meanwhile, at Church headquarters in Salt Lake City, Elder Packer continued to become a strong advocate with the Church board for seminary and
institute programs. When the Church was faced with a budget crisis in 1963,
Elder Packer presented a letter to President McKay passionately arguing that
seminaries and institutes constituted “a tested and effective means to bring
religious instruction” to the youth of the Church.113
During the same time period, requests continued to pour into Brother
Berrett’s office for seminaries all over the world. One letter from an American
officer in Germany who had received an assignment to teach an early-
morning seminary class began with one brief sentence, “Dear President
Berrett, HELP!” The officer then explained that he was just informed that
the son of the Area President and nine others were enrolled, and concluded
the letter as he began, “So - - - - HELP!”114 Other requests began to pour in
from areas outside the United States.115 At the request of President Ernest L.
Wilkinson and the First Presidency, William E. Berrett traveled to Europe
in 1963 and again in 1965, trying to find the best way to bring seminary into
those countries.116 Both times after his return, Brother Berrett was deeply discouraged over what he saw. No school in any of the countries had enough
LDS students for a released-time program, and a lack of transportation made
early morning infeasible. Frustrated, he noted, “Until we could come up with
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a new program, we could not extend the seminary program into England and
other foreign countries.”117
The solution came through inspiration to a number of different people.
Donald Wilson, a seminary teacher in Cardston, Canada, proposed a program where students studied the scriptures on their own time, occasionally
meeting with a teacher and larger groups of their peers. The travel required
could be reduced to weekly and monthly meetings.118 Ernest L. Eberhard Jr.,
the head of curriculum, took the idea and ran with it, outlining a course of
study that fit this new approach. With the help of Elder Boyd K. Packer,
the Church Board of Education approved a pilot study. One lone teacher,
Donald R. Bond, was sent to the Midwest to test the program. Brother
Bond was only a fourth-year seminary teacher when he was pulled for the
assignment, but he tackled the work with enthusiasm.119 The local priesthood
whole-heartedly embraced the program too. One stake president gladly took
off nearly a week of work just to drive Brother Bond around the area, personally introducing him to local leadership.120
The program was launched in the fall of 1967 and met with immediate
success. The whole program was taken as a grand experiment and required a
phenomenal amount of work on the part of the curriculum staff. One member of the staff recalled putting the first draft of the new lesson outlines on
Ernest Eberhard’s desk on Monday, refining and printing them during the
week, loading them on a plane Thursday night, so that the teachers in the field
could teach with the materials on Saturday. He continued, “I don’t remember
going to bed for about a year or two years during that process. It was hectic.
. . . We would start at 6:30 in the morning and we would be lucky to get out at
eleven o’clock some of those weeks!”121 Another curriculum writer, Arnold J.
Stringham, remembered visiting Don Bond in the field, writing the next lesson as he sat in the backseat of the car!122
Evaluations gave the new program enthusiastic marks. One branch president wrote to the central office, saying, “This program gives them the cause of
the Gospel, and there can be no better. I only wish that those young people
on the ‘lunatic fringe’—the Hippies, draft card burners, protesters, etc., could
catch a glimpse of this seminary program.”123 Great results continued to pour
in, and the Church Board of Education began to seriously consider the program as a way to take religious education to the worldwide Church. Elder
Marion G. Romney was assigned to investigate personally, and Don Bond
began receiving phone calls with the Apostle on the other end, asking several
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penetrating questions. On the day the Church Board of Education met to
discuss the issue in May 1968, Don Bond recorded in his journal:
I was en route to Vincennes, Indiana. I pulled off the highway and found a secluded
place where I knelt by the roadside and bore my solemn witness of the powerful
impact I had personally felt from the students as they regularly associated with this
daily scripture and gospel study; I prayed that this influence would be felt by the
Brethren in the ongoing meeting being held at Church headquarters in Salt Lake
City. As I pulled back on the interstate, I had a feeling of certainty that President
[N. Eldon] Tanner would see seminary in England within a few months. Sure
enough, Elder Romney’s report was given with an excitement of how favorably
the program was actually increasing the effectiveness of home evening and home
teaching.124

Brother Bond’s prompting came true. Before the end of the summer the
first teachers were assigned to introduce the seminary and institute programs
to England and Australia.
Brother Berrett selected John Madsen, a 29-year-old teacher from Salt
Lake City, and J. L. Jaussi, a long-time seminary and institute veteran, to start
the program in England and Australia, respectively. Brother Jaussi remembered walking into Brother Berrett’s office and being informed of his new
assignment. Shocked, he asked when he would leave. Brother Berrett replied,
“How soon can you pack your bags?”125 Don Bond returned briefly from the
Midwest to provide a crash course in the home-study program for the two
pioneers. Other than a single meeting with Don Bond, they received no other
formal training. The Madsens left for England in August 1968 and Jaussis
embarked for Australia the next month.126 John Madsen later recalled the
electric atmosphere of the time: “There was a sense of adventure, and in a very
real way, a kind of a pioneering feeling. . . . It really touched my heart deeply
that we should be privileged to be involved with this great work, and that’s
how we felt. It was a sacred privilege, a sacred trust.”127
Brother Berrett personally accompanied the Madsens to England to
introduce the program. As Brother Berrett met with the local stakes selected
to pilot the program, his influence smoothed over any concerns. John Madsen
marveled over Brother Berrett’s work with the local priesthood: “President
Berrett was masterful in dealing with these wonderful priesthood leaders. He
was a man who looked like a prophet, who talked like a prophet, and who had
the bearing and dignity of a true patriarch. . . . He just was a man of wonderful dignity, and character, and spirit. These marvelous brethren listened as he
described what the systematic study of the gospel would do for their young
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people, and without hesitation or question, these presidencies would unanimously and immediately say, ‘Oh, yes, that’s what we want.’”128
After one week Brother Berrett returned home, and the Madsens set
about the difficult task of making the arrangements for the program. There
was no curriculum because it was still being written. Brother Madsen had no
precedent other than Don Bond’s work in the Midwestern United States, and
few of the members in England knew anything about the program. At first
the customs agents in England wouldn’t even allow the seminary materials in
the country, and when they arrived, Brother Madsen personally delivered the
curriculum to every teacher in his stewardship.129
Despite all these challenges, the Church members in England soon
caught the vision. The response was even greater than Brother Madsen predicted, despite the lack of materials and training. Though he expected to
only run a home-study program, enough students were recruited for several
early-morning classes. The first seminary class in Great Britain convened
with 19 students at 7:00 a.m. on August 19, 1968, in the Glasgow Ward in
Scotland, only 15 days after the Madsen’s arrival in the country. From that
small beginning, both home-study and early morning classes continued to
spread.130 Once a month students from each region convened for a meeting
affectionately known as “Super Saturday.” At these larger meetings students
received more instruction, teachers received training, and scripture competitions were held. In England scripture chases became so popular that a national
championship was held.131 The growing programs required more supervision,
and reinforcements arrived in Britain and Australia, and another contingent
of American teachers traveled to New Zealand the next year to start the programs there.132
The launch of the international programs was the crowning achievement
of William E. Berrett’s 17 years as Administrator of Religious Education. In
the summer of 1970 the announcement came of a new Commissioner of
Church Education, Neal A. Maxwell. Along with Commissioner Maxwell
came a complete changeover in the leadership of seminaries and institutes. Clarence F. Schramm, a coordinator in Southern California and later
Executive Assistant to the Administrator, remembered Brother Berrett
receiving the call informing him of his replacement as head of the seminary
program: “He went back and called Neal Maxwell and then came back as
if nothing had happened. Then he gave a classic sermon, just an absolute
classic, on how we ought to support the administration, particularly the
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administration of the church. And he said, ‘You must be faithful to the man
who replaces you.’ I’ll never forget that experience.”133
During the 1960s the pace for seminaries and institutes accelerated.
When Brother Berrett was appointed in 1953, there were roughly 34,000
students, mostly in the Intermountain West. Total institute enrollment was
about 4,000. When Brother Berrett retired in 1971, seminary enrollment had
grown to 126,000 students and institute to nearly 50,000, and the programs
had taken their first step onto the global stage.134 It was also a time of experimentation and innovation. New techniques in media began to be introduced
to increase the effectiveness of the teachers.
Working with the Indian seminaries, George D. Durrant, Wayne B. Lynn,
and Douglas J. Larson began putting together a simple filmstrip entitled Tom
Trails, designed to illustrate gospel principles. The filmstrips soon became
popular in all seminaries, not just the Indian program. Brother Durrant
remembered attending a high school basketball game in 1972 where the band
began to play the Tom Trails theme song. Brother Durrant asked a nearby student whose school song it was, and the student replied, “It’s everyone’s school
song. It’s Tom Trails!”135 Brother Durrant recalled, “We thought they would
think it was funny, but it became a big hit.”136 The filmstrips soon expanded,
tackling sensitive topics such as immorality, repentance, even death. As sem
inaries expanded internationally, the curriculum adapted. In Latin America,
Tom Trails was renamed Pepe Perez and used to great effect.137 These innovations were only the beginning. By the end of the 1960s, seminary and
institute programs were proven in English-speaking nations, and the time
now approached when seminaries and institutes would go “unto every nation”
(D&C 133:37).
The 1970s—Unto All Nations

When Neal A. Maxwell assumed the post of Commissioner of Church
Education in 1970, he appointed Joe J. Christensen as an Associate
Commissioner of Church Education with the responsibility of directing religious education. The call came as a complete shock to Brother Christensen,
who was serving as a mission president in Mexico City. The Christensens
were immediately recalled from their mission, even though they had only
arrived two months before.138 Brother Christensen carried the distinction
of successfully directing the Moscow and Salt Lake institutes, but now he
faced the complex task of directing the entire program of Seminaries and
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Commissioner Neal A. Maxwell (right)
with Robert Stout, the seminary
coordinator in Japan, about 1970.

Institutes. With successful programs already launched in several countries,
Commissioner Maxwell wanted to make religious education a priority. He
later related, “We felt that seminaries and institutes could follow the Church
wherever it went.”139 Only a few months after the arrival of Commissioner
Maxwell’s staff, the Church Board of Education made the announcement
that seminaries and institutes would follow the membership of the Church
throughout the world.140
Over the next few years, dozens of American teachers traveled around
the world on assignment to launch seminary and institute programs. In
a three-year period they were tasked with accomplishing three objectives: “(1) Develop a positive working relationship with priesthood leaders.
(2) Start the home-study seminary program, enrolling interested secondary
and c ollege-age students. (3) Find and train a person who could provide local
native leadership, thus removing the necessity of exporting others [teachers]
from the United States.”141 E. Dale LeBaron, a teacher who was sent to South
Africa, later described the monumental nature of the work: “It happened in
such a brief window of time, four or five years, almost a blitz. It’s interesting
to see that not only were certain parts of the world ready, but almost all the
world was ready.”142
The next few years brought a new series of adventures to the seminary
and institute family—set against a global backdrop. The teachers sent out to
launch the programs worked tirelessly to the programs started regardless of
environmental challenges, long distances, and even political instability. In
Brazil, David A. Christensen and his entire family of four slept on a single
mattress, their only piece of furniture, for a month and a half until funds could
be wired to solve the problem.143 In the Philippines, Stephen K. Iba paid his
driver 20 extra pesos to drive through a flood in order to reach the pier where
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the materials for his teachers waited. When the car was swamped, Steve Iba,
in his white shirt and tie, jumped out to push, while his wife, clutching a baby,
stood on the seat of the car to escape the water rushing into the car. They were
finally rescued by several Filipino boys, each of whom received 10 pesos for
their trouble.144
In Guatemala, Robert B. Arnold, a CES coordinator, was accosted by government soldiers for duplication equipment found in his house. The soldiers
assumed the equipment was being used to print antigovernment propaganda,
until Bob Arnold explained he was a Mormon setting up an educational
program. The lead soldier replied, “You’re Mormons? I have a niece who is a
Mormon” and moved on to the next house.145 In Chile, Richard L. Brimhall
sat on the roof of his house with his children watching jets bomb the presidential palace during the 1973 coup to overthrow the Marxist government.146
Even more amazing than the adventures of the American teachers were
the native teachers recruited to take over the program. Joe J. Christensen
later reflected, “There is no doubt that these early CES pioneers who were
sent out were inspired in many of the people they selected to work in the
system. And what a work they did.”147 In Central America, a young architect, Carlos H. Amado, was selected to lead the system. He later went on to
serve as a bishop, stake president, and mission president. He was called to
the Second Quorum of the Seventy in April 1989 and to the First Quorum
of the Seventy in October 1992.148 When the programs came to Korea, no
American teacher with the right skills could be found, so administrators simply recruited a native Korean, Rhee Ho Nam, to launch the program. He
eventually became the first stake president in Korea, later serving as a mission president.149 Throughout every country, capable men and women came
forward to teach and administer the programs. The progress of the program
was so rapid that Joe J. Christensen told Commissioner Maxwell it was “like
trying to contain an explosion.”150
As seminaries and institutes began to influence the global Church, the
Church also profoundly changed seminaries and institutes. Teachers and
administrators began to take a wider perspective on the work, and a new
spirit of unity emerged that transcended national boundaries. No better
example of this phenomenon exists than with Franklin D. Day. Before joining Church education, Brother Day served in the U.S. Marine Corps during
World War II. A veteran of the bloody battles of the Pacific war, Brother Day
remembered, “The Marines trained well—not only how to use weapons, but
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how to hate the enemy.”151 As the global programs blossomed, the world was
divided into “zones,” each with its own administrator. Frank Day was chosen
as the zone administrator over Asia. As he traveled to Okinawa, the site of
one of the bloodiest battles he fought in, he found himself filled with dread,
wondering how he could overcome the hatred ingrained in him from his
experiences in the war. He remembered nervously walking off the plane and
seeing Kan Watanabe for the first time; he was the mission president there to
pick up Brother Day. They embraced. “In a matter of seconds, the bitterness
and the hatred, the training and the fear of years, was suddenly eliminated,”
he remembered.152
During his work in the Orient, Brother Day saw the same kind of miracles happen in the hearts of all the men involved in the program. At one
area convention he saw two teachers, one from Korea, the other from Japan,
embracing each other in farewell and thanking each other. Reflecting on the
long history of antagonism between the two countries, Frank Day pondered
the power of the gospel to overcome any barriers: “I felt that if we could do no
more than bring people together and let the Spirit of the Lord work on them,
whatever else they learned would be worth it.”153
In the United States, momentous changes came to the educational
system during this period. One of Joe J. Christensen’s proudest accomplishments was the inclusion of the Book of Mormon in the required seminary
curriculum. The Book of Mormon had been taught sporadically in different
circumstances for years, and as a part of most ninth grade courses since 1961,
but in 1972 Brother Christensen submitted a proposal to make the course a
requirement for seminary graduation. The measure met with overwhelming
approval. President Spencer W. Kimball, speaking later to Joe Christensen,
said, “I have wondered why we hadn’t done this years ago.”154
Another significant milestone for seminaries and institutes came in 1978
when the American Civil Liberties Union filed a lawsuit against the Logan
School District over the practice of released time and credit for Old and
New Testament courses. Though the Church chose not to directly participate in the case, it represented the first serious challenge to the released-time
program since 1930. Over the summer of 1978, different witnesses took the
stand, testifying on the nature of the seminary system. Even Joe J. Christensen
was questioned in court. Eventually the judge in the trial ruled in favor of the
ACLU, declaring credit for seminary courses illegal. Two years later after an
appeal, this initial ruling was overturned by another judge in a higher court.
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Regardless of the outcome, the seminary and institute administration decided
to end the practice of credit.
The outcome eventually became an unexpected blessing for the program.
Credit was ended, but the released-time system, after almost 60 years of operation, now stood on firm legal ground. Teachers no longer encountered any
restrictions teaching specific Latter-day Saint doctrines along with the Bible.
When credit was taken away, zone administrators expected a drop in enrollment. Instead enrollment increased after the change.155
During the 1970s a remarkable group of leaders took the reins of leadership in religious education. In 1976 Jeffrey R. Holland succeeded Neal A.
Maxwell as Commissioner of Church Education. He was followed by
Henry B. Eyring in 1980. When Joe J. Christensen left in 1979, Stanley A.
Peterson took over as head administrator. The progress of the program was no
longer measured in the number of seminaries and institutes constructed, but
in the number of countries where the programs were opening. The seminary

Commissioner Jeffrey R. Holland and zone administrator Alton L. Wade during a visit to the South Pacific,
about 1979.
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and institute programs stood firmly established in an impressive number of
countries, but adapting to the new circumstances of its worldwide role presented a different set of challenges.
The 1980s—Teaching the Scriptures

During the 1980s the global expansion of seminaries and institutes continued, sometimes into surprising locations. Seminary was introduced into East
Germany in 1980 at the request of local Church leaders, nine years before the
fall of the Berlin Wall. Manfred Schutze, a district president, recalled the sacrifices necessary to bring the program into a Communist nation: “We actually
didn’t have enough teachers, since everyone was already busy with three or
four callings. But we said, ‘Okay, seminary is important,’ and the program was
instantly received with great enthusiasm by the youth.”156 Weekly lessons and
Super Saturdays were held under the watchful eyes of Communist officials.
Each lesson had to be typewritten for each teacher, and the students had no
materials other than their scriptures.
Henry Kosak, a young 16-year-old, remembered learning “completely
different ways how to study the scriptures—to use my name as a substitute for
Nephi. I still remember that.”157 Church leaders used seminary as an opportunity to discuss atheist philosophies taught at the schools in East Germany.
Klaus Peter Bartsch’s mother served as the seminary teacher in his branch. “I
had the opportunity to read directly in the manual,” he recalls. “I studied it
for hours, because I found there the explanations that helped us understand
the gospel better. The seminary and institute programs were really a source of
strength.”158
With the Church expanding into an increasing number of nations, the
challenges of translating and adapting curriculum to different cultures began
to become evident. President Spencer W. Kimball issued a call to all Church
departments to “reduce and simplify.” In one meeting a General Authority
laid down a 1,500-page Book of Mormon institute manual next to the Book
of Mormon and asked, “Now tell me one more time why I need this (pointing
to the manual) . . . to teach this (pointing to the Book of Mormon).”159 With
these concerns weighing heavily on his mind, Stan Peterson gathered together
the heads of the curriculum department, David A. Christensen, Jay E. Jensen,
and Gerald N. Lund, seeking a solution. Brother Peterson stressed the need
to reduce the amount of curriculum. He even asked the men to get out of the
central office, meet together, and find the answer. The four prayed together
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and then Brother Peterson felt inspired to say, “Satan doesn’t want this to
happen. He is going to do everything in his power to keep you from accomplishing this task.”160
The three men booked a room at the Homestead Resort in Midway, Utah,
to work out the problem. Each began fasting in preparation for the meeting.
Stan Peterson recalls, “All of them had some disaster strike in their home with
the family.”161 Each considered not going, but in the end they all went, hoping for an answer. At the Homestead they studied and considered statements
from the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and J. Reuben
Clark’s “Charted Course” address.162 The answer they received was to move
away from teaching the gospel as a series of concepts, a long-held practice in
seminary and institute curriculum, and instead to teach the scriptures sequentially. Jerry Lund summarized the approach: “Not just from the scriptures,
not just about the scriptures, not just with the scriptures, but teach the scriptures.”163 David Christensen later joked that returning from the Homestead
they felt like Moses descending from Mount Sinai with the tablets. Their
ideas met with wide approval among Church leadership. Brother Lund later
related, “It was just one of those things that the minute we [presented] it, they
said, ‘This is right.’”164
Before this experience the curriculum drew on the scriptures for stories,
examples, and activities but based the courses around a series of concepts,
such as faith, honesty, and repentance. Following this new directive teachers
began teaching the scriptures in the sequence they appear in the standard
works. In 1981 Elder Bruce R. McConkie gave an address to religious educators further explaining the practice: “If you want to know what emphasis
should be given to gospel principles, you simply teach the whole standard
works and automatically, in the process, you will have given the Lord’s emphasis to every doctrine and every principle.”165 Stan Peterson made this focus on
the scriptures a major goal of his leadership. Over the next 20 years nearly
88 percent of the curriculum was eliminated in favor of a reduced approach
emphasizing the scriptures instead.
The call for a greater emphasis on the scriptures included not only the
manuals, but every aspect of curriculum, including the media. In the years
since Tom Trails, media in the classroom progressed to what Brother Peterson
called “Mormon soap operas”—long, extended stories presented in serial format about young people striving to live gospel principles, going astray, and
coming back. During the 1980s the curriculum team closely evaluated how
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to bring the media into closer harmony with the new scriptural approach.166
Paul V. Johnson, a member of the media team, remembered specific directions
to “have more variety and to focus some of them more on the doctrine, some
of them more on the scriptural history, and have them be less self-contained,
‘Here’s a movie to watch,’ and more ‘Here’s something I can use as a tool in
the classroom.’”167 The team also attempted to bring a more multicultural
approach to the media, instead of just focusing on the experiences of students
from the United States.168
The 1990s—Broadening Horizons

Stanley A. Peterson remained at the helm for two decades, serving under several different commissioners. In 1986 J. Elliot Cameron took over for Elder
Henry B. Eyring as Commissioner of Church Education. Elder Henry B.
Eyring was reappointed as commissioner in 1992. Three years later he became
a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles but remained as commissioner, marking the first instance a General Authority had led the Church
Educational System since Elder John A. Widtsoe in the 1930s. Since Elder
Eyring’s appointment, the position of commissioner has been occupied by a
General Authority.
Throughout the system Stan Peterson continued the emphasis on local
leadership. Instead of uprooting younger families, he launched a new practice
of calling retired teachers and their spouses on missions to establish seminary
and institute programs in new countries.169 After receiving a call for one of
these missions, one of Brother Peterson’s old associates jokingly asked, “Now,
Stan, tell me one more time why I retired early so I could go out and do for
nothing what I was paid for all those years?”170 The training and recruiting
of local members to lead the programs continued to pay dividends. Brother
Peterson remarked, “I saw personally the value of using the local people, so
that they could grow, and it could be their program. They could sense the
ownership about it.”171
Traveling frequently to see the progress of the program, Stan Peterson
remembered a thrilling experience in England where he attended an earlymorning class taught by a called teacher. The entire class arrived on bicycles
that the local ward had raised funds to purchase, which allowed them to
attend seminary. He remembered: “This teacher had about thirty young
people in this classroom and they were around the room in a big circle and
that lady was just having those kids eating out of her hand as she presented

A Century of Seminary

47

a beautiful lesson. I just thought that could have happened in Salt Lake City,
and it wouldn’t have been any better.”172
The 1990s saw the continued expansion of seminary and institute programs around the world. New frontiers continued to open, in areas like
Eastern Europe after the fall of Communism. There and in other places seminary and institute teachers continued to operate in diverse circumstances to
reach the students in their care. Everywhere they served they worked to make
their home countries better. For decades Donald E. Harper served as the
seminary and institute director in South Africa. When he and his wife were
newly married they traveled to Salt Lake City, investigating the possibility of
moving to the United States. In a meeting with the Harpers, Elder Harold B.
Lee counseled them to stay. Brother Harper remembers: “He just looked
straight at me and said, ‘Brother Harper, we don’t need you here. You go back
to South Africa and help build up the Church there and you will receive the
desires of your heart.’”173 The Harpers moved back to South Africa and were
recruited to lead the seminary and institute program. Witnessing the injustices of apartheid in his native country, Brother and Sister Harper worked to
encourage black and white members of the Church to come together.
When a regional conference was held in South Africa, with Apostles
Boyd K. Packer and Howard W. Hunter in attendance, Brother Harper
requested that the institute provide a mixed choir, with black and white students. His wife, Milja, acted as the choir director, leading the mixed choir
in a time when the Church was still dominated by white membership. Don
Harper commented, “The most significant thing that I saw in that experience was, at that age group, you could create that mixing . . . and the unity.
I could not have asked for an adult choir that achieved having a third of it
black. . . . It’s the younger generation that make it happen. For them, they are
totally color blind now.”174 True to Elder Lee’s promise, the Harpers also saw
the blessings of the temple come to their own country with the opening of a
temple in Johannesburg.
The 21st Century—Staying the Course

In 2001 Stanley A. Peterson retired and was replaced by Paul V. Johnson
as Administrator of Religious Education and Elementary and Secondary
Education. With the terrorist attacks in September 2001, the world entered
a new period of uncertainty. The basic message of the programs remained the
same, but administrative changes became necessary to meet the realities of
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the new world. The CES symposium, held at BYU every year since 1977, was
postponed partially over concerns surrounding travel in the first months after
the attacks. It was permanently discontinued in 2003. Though new travel
restrictions influenced the decision to end the symposium, it also represented
a new shift in thinking. Paul Johnson had served as chairman of the symposium, and now made the difficult decision to end it. He later commented, “I
could sense from the commissioner and the board that they would really like
to take a look at programs we had out there, and be careful [with] anything
that involved travel or extra budget or something—reevaluate everything and
see if there were things that we could back off of, which is always a difficult
thing.”175
One of the problems with the symposium in the past was that it was too
American-centric, not reflecting the needs of the global system. In its place a
yearly satellite broadcast was launched with the ability to reach S&I176 teachers in all corners of the globe. The first broadcast on August 1, 2003, featured
addresses from CES administrators along with talks and training from Elders
Richard G. Scott and Henry B. Eyring.177 The broadcast became an annual
tradition, featuring talks from administrators and General Authorities, and
even choir numbers from different seminary and institute groups around the
globe, bringing the entire global family closer together.
In the midst of a number of important changes during this decade, there
remained a strong sense of continuity. President Boyd K. Packer—whose
S&I roots stretched all the way back to Abel S. Rich, the principal of the
second seminary in the Church—continued to act as an important guide
and mentor to the leaders of the program. Shortly after Paul Johnson became
the Administrator of Seminaries and Institutes of Religion, President Packer
invited him to his house and showed him the draft of a letter from the First
Presidency instructing Church leaders to “raise the bar” concerning the worthiness and preparation of missionaries. Commissioner Johnson later recalled,
“He read through it with me and said, ‘Now what does this mean for your
seminary and institute?’ I said, ‘Well, it probably means we need to step up to
the plate.’ He said, ‘That’s right, you’ve got to prepare them better. You’ve got
to make sure they’re ready to go on their missions.’”178
Over the next few months discussions were held with President
Gordon B. Hinckley and Elder M. Russell Ballard and within the administration about how to make the seminary and institute programs a better tool
for preparing missionaries. As a result of these discussions the administration
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issued a document containing a new emphasis in teaching. Among a number
of important directives, the new emphasis directed teachers to train students
to “explain, share, and testify of gospel doctrines and principles.”179
All throughout its history, prophetic direction made Seminaries and
Institutes of Religion a completely unique educational entity. The teachers
in the system, while teaching mainly about past prophets, also witnessed
the guidance of modern prophets. Roger G. Christensen, Secretary to the
Church Board of Education (and Assistant to the Commissioner), recalled
an experience illustrating the power of modern prophets teaching scripture.
During a trip to BYU–Idaho, President Eyring and Brother Christensen
decided to visit a local seminary. When they walked into the classroom, the
teacher, completely overwhelmed, wisely invited Elder Eyring to address the
students. Brother Christensen recalls:
In one of the classes, [President Eyring] said, “What is the lesson on today?” One of
the students said, “Well, we’re just learning about Jesus calling the Twelve Apostles.”
President Eyring said, “I happen to know a little bit about how that works today,”
and then he shared a little about his calling to be a member of the Quorum of the
Twelve, which means to be a special witness of Christ. To see the impact that that
had on the life of those kids! We went into another class and he asked the same question, “What are you learning today?” And they said, “We’re learning about some
of the miracles Jesus performed.” And he asked, “What do you think the greatest
miracle was?” Some young lady sitting on the back row raised her hand and said,
“I think that was the Atonement.” As we walked out of the building, he turned to
me and said, “The Church is in good hands because there are real believers in our
seminary classrooms.”180

Commissioner Eyring continued to lead the Church Educational
System until 2005, when Elder W. Rolfe Kerr of the Seventy was called as
Commissioner of the Church Educational System. That same year Paul V.
Johnson was called as a member of the Quorum of the Seventy. Garry K.
Moore succeeded him as CES Administrator of Religious Education and
Elementary and Secondary Education. The new leadership continued to
build on the work of their predecessors. Elder Kerr called upon teachers to
“extend our exposure” and “increase our impact” in the program wherever
they served.181
In 2008 Elder Paul V. Johnson became the Commissioner of the Church
Educational System after Elder Kerr, and Chad H. Webb succeeded Garry
Moore as Administrator of Seminaries and Institutes of Religion. As the new
leader of S&I, Brother Webb emphasized the importance of prophetic guidance in the teaching within the system. He said:

If you were to review the last 10 years
of talks given to CES by General
Authorities, you would see a consistent
message. It is that we must invite the
Holy Ghost to take the gospel deeply
into the lives of our students. . . .
. . . The Spirit will bear witness of
the things we are teaching if we are true
to the scriptures.182

In 2009, as the first century
of seminary came to a close, the
leaders of the system issued a clarified statement of purpose for the
Elder Paul V. Johnson.
role of Seminaries and Institutes of
Religion: “Our purpose is to help
youth and young adults understand and rely on the teachings and Atonement
of Jesus Christ, qualify for the blessings of the temple, and prepare themselves,
their families, and others for eternal life with their Father in Heaven.”183
Epilogue

Across the street from Granite High School, a seminary building still stands
in the same spot as the original building. The first Granite Seminary was
extensively remodeled in 1924 and again in 1929 to accommodate its growing student population.184 Parts of the original building remained in use until
1993, when the original structure was completely torn down and replaced
by a new building.185 Granite High School closed in 2009, but the seminary
continued on. Remodeled and refurbished, the building now serves as headquarters for S&I programs for the deaf, conducting classes and American Sign
Language videoconferencing for students in distant locations. Where local
students once gathered, students now assemble from across the United States.
The spirit of innovation that launched seminary a hundred years ago still
lives within its walls. The cultural, educational, and geographical backdrop of
the seminary program has dramatically altered, but the spiritual foundations
and the basic truths behind seminary remains the same. Seminary has grown
from a small program started by one stake into a worldwide effort to teach
the gospel, assist the priesthood, and strengthen the families of the Church.
Just as the prophet Alma taught, “By small and simple things are great things
brought to pass” (Alma 37:6). The seminary program spread from its humble

© Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

Religious Educator · vol. 13 no. 3 · 2012

50

51

Courtesy of author

A Century of Seminary

The Granite Seminary in November 2011.

beginnings to eventually grow into a program that reaches into all areas where
the Church exists. As the seminary program began its centennial year, enrollment reached 375,389 students in 146 countries while the institute program
enrolled 352,441 students in 144 countries, creating a worldwide enrollment
of 727,830.186 Undoubtedly the next century of the seminary program will see
innovations as radical as released-time, early-morning, and home-study seminary were in their day. Teaching methods, curriculum, and technology have
all changed as time passed, but the basics of seminary—the teacher-student
relationships, the power of the word, and the strength from youth gathering
together—remain constant today. Elder Henry B. Eyring best summed up
the very essence of seminary when he said, “When seminary works, you find
a teacher who has a testimony and who loves the young people.”187
© 2012 by Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved.
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I

’m grateful for the opportunity to address what Elder Dallin H. Oaks once
called “the sacred activity” of acquiring knowledge.1 That activity becomes
sacred, in my view, when it completely integrates both scholarship and faith.
There are few, if any, universities where it would be more fitting to address
this topic. It is true that almost every university has, as part of its mission, the
advancement of knowledge through scholarship. It is also true that some universities—though a decreasing number—identify the promotion of religious
faith as another of their objectives. However, I know of no other university
whose sponsoring religious organization’s commitment to the acquisition of
knowledge is so central to its doctrinal foundation.
While some question whether religious faith and true scholarship are
compatible,2 President Brigham Young plainly linked the two together when
he stated that “[our] religion . . . prompts [us] to search diligently after knowledge. . . . There is no other people in existence more eager to see, hear, learn
61
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and understand truth.”3 And even that bold pronouncement understates the
matter. The Prophet Joseph Smith revealed that the acquisition of knowledge
is a matter of the highest import when he taught that “it is impossible for a
man to be saved in ignorance”4 and that “a man is saved no faster than he gets
knowledge.”5
Thus LDS theology teaches that the acquisition of knowledge is an essential component of God’s eternal plan for his children. Our ability to achieve
the full measure of our divine potential—our very exaltation—is dependent
on it. In that light, Elder Oaks’s assertion that “the acquisition of knowledge
is a sacred activity”6 seems to have a deeper meaning. True learning is sacred
not only because the activity itself is holy, but also because it refines us and
makes us holy.
I wish to address two questions about the sacred activity of acquiring
knowledge: First, how can we enhance our ability to engage in that important
activity? And, second, how can that enhanced ability help us make important
decisions in our lives?
Insights into these and other important questions concerning learning
and knowledge are provided in what I consider one of the most instructive
and intriguing revelations in all scripture, the eighty-eighth section of the
Doctrine and Covenants.
As to the first question of how we can enhance our ability to acquire
knowledge, I begin with the familiar injunction in verse 118 of section 88
that we should “seek learning, even by study and also by faith.” This oftrepeated snippet of scripture contains several insights that I believe can help
us improve our ability to acquire knowledge.
The first is that religious faith and study (or rational inquiry) are not
mutually incompatible. While a century ago that proposition was widely
acknowledged in higher education, it is now clearly not the standard position. One scholar at Harvard recently asserted “that the primary goal of a
Harvard education is the pursuit of truth through rational inquiry, and that
religion has no place in that. . . . Reason and faith are not yin and yang,” he
contended. “Faith is a phenomenon. Reason is what the university should be
in the business of fostering.”7
This skeptical scholar’s disdain for faith is not shared by all university
professors. Indeed, colleagues at his own university vigorously disagreed with
his position.8 However, his point of view is prevalent enough that we should
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carefully examine—and be prepared to explain—what, if any, relationship
there is between rational inquiry and faith in the acquisition of knowledge.
In that regard, the phraseology of verse 118—that learning should be
sought “by study and also by faith”—is capable of more than one interpretation. One is that study and faith are two separate means of acquiring two
different kinds of knowledge. Study (or rational inquiry) may be the means by
which secular knowledge is acquired. And faith may be the means by which
we obtain knowledge of sacred things. In explaining LDS belief to a group
of Harvard students last year, Elder Oaks observed that “we believe there are
two dimensions of knowledge, material and spiritual. We seek knowledge in
the material dimension by scientific inquiry and in the spiritual dimension by
revelation.”9
There is something to this position—quite apart from the persuasive
fact that it seems to be endorsed by one both as bright and as authoritative
as Elder Oaks. It seems clear that there are different kinds of knowledge. As
Elder Neal A. Maxwell once observed, not “all knowledge is . . . of equal significance. There is no democracy of facts! . . . Something might be factual,
but not be important. For instance,” Elder Maxwell continued, “today I wear
a dark blue suit. That is true, but it is unimportant. As, more and more, we
brush against truth, we sense that it has a hierarchy of importance. Some
truths are salvationally significant and others are not.”10 Furthermore, as Elder
Maxwell also accurately noted, “Certain knowledge comes only by revelation
and, therefore, is only ‘spiritually discerned.’”11
From statements such as these by Elder Oaks and Elder Maxwell, one
might well conclude that study, or rational inquiry, is useful solely for acquiring knowledge of material things, while faith, or revelation, is exclusively
limited to the acquisition of knowledge of spiritual things—a position not
necessarily at odds with the standard position at most major universities
today (though, you would find considerable doubt as to the existence of spiritual things among many in that group).
However, at the risk of seeming to swim upstream against Elder Oaks and
Elder Maxwell—though I think from other statements by those two, they
would not disagree with me12—I suggest that this dualistic interpretation is
incomplete. In the first place, the distinction between material and spiritual
knowledge is, I believe, somewhat tenuous, given that the Lord himself has
declared that unto him “all things . . . are spiritual.”13 More importantly, I
believe that instead of setting forth two completely separate ways of learning,
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the injunction to “seek learning, even by study and also by faith” is intended
to indicate that the two are synergistic means of acquiring any important
knowledge, regardless of what we might characterize as the material or spiritual nature of that knowledge.
That is, my belief is that faith enhances our ability to gain knowledge by
study, and study increases our ability to learn by faith—and that this mutually reinforcing process can be the means of acquiring important knowledge
of any kind.
Let me suggest, for example, that faith can be—if not, must be—the initial impetus for all productive study. Faith in a perfect God whose word does
not fail and who created worlds governed by eternal laws that do not change14
gives us an assurance (to use the Joseph Smith Translation term for faith
found in Hebrews 11:1) that the often difficult, and sometimes tedious and
frustrating, work of acquiring knowledge by study is an endeavor worth pursuing because there are answers out there. If we were truly bereft of any belief
that there are ultimate answers to our questions, we would be very unlikely to
engage in any deep, meaningful search for the answers. Faith in God can provide the hope, and—in its more advanced stages, even the certainty—that we
are seeking for something that can be found. Indeed, if we believe, as Joseph
Smith taught, that “faith . . . is the moving cause of all action . . . ; that without
it both mind and body would be in a state of inactivity, and all their exertions
would cease, both physical and mental”15—if we believe that, then we would
necessarily conclude that all study is precipitated by at least a small measure
of faith in something. Thus, faith in God can be an impetus for the pursuit of
knowledge through study, even when that study is based primarily on rational
inquiry.
Furthermore, revelation, which is facilitated by faith in Christ, can
greatly advance rational inquiry at other stages of the study process as well. In
the same talk in which he noted the difference between material and spiritual
truths, Elder Oaks observed that “revelation also occurs when a scientist, an
inventor, an artist or great leader receives flashes of enlightenment from a loving God for the benefit of His children.”16 I suspect that many of you have had
the experience of being stuck on a problem for hours or days, or even weeks
or months, and then having the solution come to you in a flash. I certainly
have. And I can best account for those sudden insights by reference to Joseph
Smith’s description of the revelatory process in which he says, “You feel pure
intelligence flowing into you, [giving] you sudden strokes of ideas.”17 Such
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Elder Dallin H. Oaks said, “The acquisition of knowledge is a sacred activity.”

revelatory experiences, which can advance our study of all things, are greatly
enhanced, as Joseph taught, by the exercise and enhancement of our faith in
Jesus Christ.18
So as not to be misunderstood, let me make clear that I am not saying
that one has to believe in Christ in order to have the kind of revelatory experiences that enhance one’s productive study of important matters. The Holy
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Ghost, which has the power—and responsibility—to reveal “the truth of all
things,”19 can come to anyone temporarily to enlarge their capacities in that
way. However, I firmly believe that we can increase the frequency of those
revelatory experiences if we develop our faith in Christ.
Just as faith and its fruit of revelation can enhance our ability to acquire
knowledge by study, study is often a prerequisite for the revelatory experience
that often characterizes learning by faith. As President Spencer W. Kimball
once observed: “Perspiration must [usually] precede inspiration; there must
be effort before there is excellence. We must do more than pray for these outcomes. . . . We must take thought. We must make effort. . . . We must be
professional.”20 Elder Oaks explained that “revelation in a particular discipline
or skill is most likely to come to one who has paid the price of learning all that
has previously been revealed [on that subject]”;21 that, in turn, requires a great
deal of study, as you are all aware.
The Lord taught this lesson to Oliver Cowdery when Oliver attempted
to translate the Book of Mormon. “Behold, you have not understood,” the
Lord said. “You have supposed that I would give it unto you, when you took
no thought save it was to ask me. But, behold, I say unto you, that you must
study it out in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right, and if it is right
I will cause that your bosom shall burn within you.”22 Thus, it is clear that at
least in some, if not most—or all—situations, study can facilitate the kind of
learning by faith that is characterized by revelation.
That there is a kind of synergistic relationship between study and faith
in acquiring knowledge is suggested by Alma’s famous exposition on the
word in chapter 32 of Alma. In that discourse, Alma tells the Zoramites that
they can know the truthfulness of his words if they will engage in “an experiment.”23 Experimentation is the hallmark of rational inquiry or the scientific
method,24 the idea being that the ability of others to replicate what one has
done provides an indication of the truthfulness of the principles discovered
because one can, with confidence, predict the results that certain actions will
produce. Thus, by calling on the Zoramites to “experiment upon [his] words,”
Alma seems to be asking them to engage in an exercise of rational inquiry.25
This was a logical starting point for Alma’s teaching of this people because,
as we learn in the prior chapter, the Zoramites, like many modern scholars
impressed by their own accomplishments, were so full of pride26 that they had
convinced themselves that “belief in Christ” was a “foolish tradition” to be set
aside when important matters were considered.27
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Even though Alma called upon the Zoramites to engage in a rational
experiment in order to test the truthfulness of his teachings, he indicates that
the experiment must begin with a least a modicum of faith. Those who wish
to honestly engage in the experiment must, at a bare minimum, “desire to
believe,” he says.28 If they will do that much—if they will, in a sense, believe
that they can find an answer to the question—Alma promises them that
the predictable results of the experiment will occur: the word will begin “to
enlarge” their souls; it will begin “to enlighten” their “understanding,” and
it will begin “to be delicious” to them.29 Thus, a rational experiment on the
word, which is initiated by a bit of faith, produces predictable results, much
like any other experiment of a scientific or rational nature. That in turn, Alma
notes, will increase, or “strengthen,” the faith of those who honestly engage in
the experiment,30 with the ultimate result that they will have a perfect knowledge that the word is good,31 or true.
Alma thus seems to describe an iterative—and synergistic—process
in which faith first prompts rational inquiry. If the concept being tested is
true, the inquiry will produce predictable results. The predictable results, in
turn, produce increased faith, which, in its own turn, produces even greater
insights—and ultimately perfect knowledge.
Note that this kind of synergistic acquisition of knowledge requires
much more than mental exertion, and it correspondingly has an impact on
much more than just the brain. The experimenters’ understanding is enlightened, as one might expect when knowledge is acquired by study or rational
thought. But, in addition, their souls—their bodies and their spirits32—are
enlarged. Thus, learning that involves both study and faith requires engagement of all our capacities. As Elder David A. Bednar has indicated, such
learning “requires spiritual, mental, and physical exertion.”33 With that
understanding, one can see why Alma initiated his call for experimentation
to the Zoramites with the admonition that they “awake and arouse [their]
faculties.”34 Acquisition of knowledge by study and also by faith is a holistic
experience that requires one’s “heart, might, mind and strength.”35
What are the practical implications of the view that the acquisition of
knowledge is enhanced when it is pursued by study and faith together, and
that such an endeavor involves all of our faculties, not just our minds? There
are many, but let me highlight just two.
First, proper care of our physical bodies may enhance our ability to
acquire knowledge by enabling us to better engage in both the mental work
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Daily scripture study and prayer will enliven our faculties and prepare us to engage in the mind- and soulstretching enterprise of acquiring knowledge.

of study and the spiritual work of faith or revelation. That the care of our
physical bodies aids the acquisition of knowledge by study is pointed out in
verse 124 of the eighty-eighth section: “Retire to thy bed early, that ye may
not be weary; arise early that your . . . minds may be invigorated.”36 I sense this
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is not a common practice among college students—at least not if the lives of
my college-aged children are any indication. However, the scripture makes
clear that proper rest for the body can enhance the mental faculties that are
necessary to acquire learning by study.
Care of our bodies may also enhance our ability to acquire knowledge by
faith or revelation, as evidenced by the succeeding section of the Doctrine and
Covenants, which contains the law of health commonly known as the Word
of Wisdom. Sandwiched in between the more often highlighted promises of
physical health that adherence to this commandment brings is the promise
that those who comply “shall find wisdom and great treasures of knowledge,
even hidden treasures.”37
I am not suggesting that you can acquire knowledge in the highest sense
only if you are an Olympic athlete. However, I do believe that our ability to
learn both by study and by faith will be enhanced if we keep our bodies as
healthy as possible by getting enough sleep, eating healthy food, and engaging
in regular physical exercise of some kind.
Second—and in a similar vein—the theory that learning is an integrated,
holistic enterprise suggests that regular spiritual exercise will also enhance our
ability to acquire knowledge because it will increase our ability to receive the
kind of inspiration that characterizes learning by faith. Daily scripture study
and daily prayer will enliven all our faculties (to use Alma’s term) and will
therefore better prepare us to engage in the mind- and soul-stretching enterprise of acquiring knowledge by study and faith.
Along those lines, I urge you to take time to ponder the things you are
studying on a regular basis. You will find that your ability to learn through
study and faith will be greatly enhanced. As President Henry B. Eyring noted:
“We read words and we may get ideas. We study and we may discover patterns
and connections. . . . But when we ponder, we invite revelation.”38 If my view is
correct that optimum learning requires both study and revelation, we would
all do well to detach ourselves from our computers, iPods, televisions, and
telephones from time to time and quietly contemplate the issues before us.
In addition to shedding light on the way in which learning can be
enhanced by both study and faith, section 88 contains another insight into
the way in which we can improve our ability to engage in the sacred activity
of acquiring knowledge. In verse 67, we read, “And if your eye be single to
my glory, your whole bodies shall be filled with light, and there shall be no
darkness in you; and that body which is filled with light comprehendeth all
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things.”39 Elder Oaks has called this “the most significant promise ever given
pertaining to education.”40 Imagine being able to comprehend all things—
a handy skill to have during finals or comprehensive examinations; more
importantly, an essential capacity for those who wish to be gods in the eternities. And that is what is promised us if our eye is single to God’s glory.
Given that magnificent promise, we might profitably ask ourselves what
it means to have one’s eye single to God’s glory as one engages in the sacred
activity of acquiring knowledge. I am sure I don’t understand the full implications of that important precondition, but the scripture clearly indicates that
our motives are critical to our ability to understand all things. If our motivation for acquiring knowledge is to bring praise and glory to ourselves—the
driving factor for many scholars—we will not meet the condition and therefore will not merit the promised reward.
With that in mind, we can appreciate more fully Elder Maxwell’s
observation about academic motivation when he spoke at President Oaks’s
inauguration in 1971: “Brigham Young University seeks to improve and to
‘sanctify’ itself for the sake of others,” he said, “not for the praise of the world,
but to serve the world better.”41 As much energy to learn as the desire for
self-promotion can generate—and believe me, in the world of academics that
desire can produce a lot of energy—it will not produce as much as will a sincere motivation to help others, to make life better for them, and ultimately to
aid them in their quest for eternal life, which is God’s work and glory.42
The issue may therefore come down to whether our quest for knowledge
is motivated by pride or by charity, which—though we don’t often think of
them that way—are really polar opposites. In his classic talk on pride, President
Ezra Taft Benson noted that the essence of pride is “enmity—enmity toward
God and enmity toward our fellowman.”43 As President Benson indicated,
pride ultimately puts us at odds with our fellow men because it measures success by comparing us with others. In the words of C. S. Lewis, a portion of
which President Benson quoted: “Pride gets no pleasure out of having something, only out of having more of it than the next man. We say that people
are proud of being rich, or clever . . . , but they are not. They are proud of
being richer, or cleverer . . . than others. If everyone else became equally rich
or clever . . . , there would be nothing to be proud about. It is the comparison
that makes you proud: the pleasure of being above the rest.”44
If the essence of pride is enmity, or hatred toward our fellow men, the
antidote to pride would seem to be charity, or perfect love for our fellow
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beings. And if competition is the main manifestation of prideful enmity in
an academic setting, cooperation would seem to be the main manifestation
of charity.
Returning then to the promise in D&C 88:67, this all suggests that we
will learn better—and come closer to the promised day in which we will comprehend all things—if we are motivated by a desire to help our fellow beings
than if our primary goal is to make sure we finish ahead of them. Let me illustrate this with a simple example.
As many of you know, law school can be very competitive. At most law
schools, including BYU’s, students are literally ranked in order by their grades,
and employers often make hiring decisions based primarily on that ranking. It
is an environment rife with competition—and, therefore, a breeding ground
for pride. On one occasion I led a classroom discussion on pride and competition. In that setting a first-year student, who had recently been through the
soul-trying experience of the first set of law school finals, related the following experience, which I share with his permission:
When I came to BYU Law School, I immediately developed a big, fat crush on my
entire 1L class: they were the nicest, smartest, most interesting people that I had
ever been around. . . . [Even though] I realized right away that I was outgunned,
outsmarted, and outpaced in every class . . . I didn’t resent the successes of my peers;
they were . . . my friends, and I liked them. . . .
As classes ended [however] and our 1L class threw all its weight, collectively
and individually . . . towards finals, I was anxious. The anxiety grew and turned
black. I studied hard and long, but I felt more insecure, the more I studied.

The student went on to say that he began to stay away from his classmates
because each interaction with them convinced him more and more that they
knew more he did, and he, therefore, knew nothing—and was destined to fail.
He then related:
I was praying early one morning about finals, asking for help to do my best [or even
to just pass], and I began describing the bleak feelings I harbored, and I asked for
help. After a few minutes, I [suddenly] found myself [praying] not [just] for myself
but for my classmates, and not just for those few that I knew . . . struggled [with
the material] as I did, but for the gifted and the talented as well. I prayed that they
would do their best, that they would have peace and clarity. As I prayed for them,
. . . I felt a surge of love for the classmates I had admired and had liked so much in
the beginning.

He then began to reengage with the other students, not just to learn
from them, but with the thought that he might actually have something he
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could offer some of them. At that point, his learning increased considerably.
I don’t know exactly where this student finished in his class. And in the end,
it doesn’t matter. I’m sure, however, that he did better on his exams once he
began to focus on helping others rather than just on helping himself. I am
even more certain that his eye was a bit more focused on God’s glory, rather
than his own, and that he, therefore, came closer to comprehending all things.
Having considered ways in which we can increase our ability to engage
in the sacred activity of acquiring knowledge, let me now turn to the second
question: how can that enhanced ability help you with some of the decisions you face at this stage of your lives? For many of you the most pressing
question in that regard is “What should I do with all this knowledge I have
gained?” While the answer to that will vary with each individual, a general
principle that may help each of you discover your unique answer is found in
another set of familiar verses in section 88. Verses 78 and 79 provide a fairly
comprehensive list of things concerning which we are to “be instructed.” I
suspect most of you are familiar with the list, which covers just about every
major discipline at a university. “Things both in heaven and in the earth, and
under the earth; things which have been, things which are, things which must
shortly come to pass; things which are at home, things which are abroad; the
wars and the perplexities of the nations, . . . and a knowledge also of countries
and of kingdoms.”45
However, many are less familiar with the succeeding verse, which indicates the purpose for which we should be acquiring all that knowledge: “That
ye may be prepared in all things when I shall send you again to magnify the
calling whereunto I have called you, and the mission with which I have commissioned you.”46 It seems clear from the context in which the revelation
was given that the Lord was referring in that instance to the more typical
proselyting missions to which those who were being addressed had been
called. However, I believe that verse 80 describes a principle that has broader
application.
Each of you has been given gifts pertaining to learning; if not, you
wouldn’t be here. Each of you has also been given the opportunity to spend
considerable time and effort being “instructed” in “theory” and “principle”
concerning your chosen discipline. I believe each of you has been blessed with
those gifts and opportunities in order to do some specific things to advance
the kingdom of God. In that sense, each of you has a “calling” which you
should magnify.
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The question is, of course, how do you know what that calling is? I suggest that one of the most profitable ways of finding that answer is to use the
very knowledge-acquisition skills we have been considering—that you work
to discover your individual answer to that question by study and also by faith
and by keeping your eye single to the glory of God—with faith that there is
an answer.
Let me provide an example of how this process can work. When the BYU
Law School was announced in 1971, many wondered if it would succeed. It
was a new enterprise that many doubted could work. It was clear to almost
all that one of the key factors would be the quality of the initial faculty. The
two principal employees of the law school at the time were Rex E. Lee, future
president of BYU, and Bruce C. Hafen, future General Authority. Rex was
the dean; Bruce, the associate dean. The two of them quickly set out in a
quest to hire the new faculty. After almost a year on the job, and just a little
more than a year before the school was scheduled to open, they had made no
headway in that regard. Elder Hafen recalls that when he made his pitch to
the handful of active LDS law professors in the country, the first question was
always, “Well, who do you have so far?” His standard and somewhat hopeful
response was, “If you come, there will be you, me, and Rex.” That apparently
wasn’t very persuasive. Thus, Elder Hafen reports, the second question was
always “What is Carl doing?”
Carl was Carl Hawkins, who was a professor at the University of Michigan
Law School, one of the best law schools in the county. As a BYU undergraduate, he had finished at the top of his class at Northwestern Law School and
then became one of the first, if not the first, LDS law graduates to clerk for a
US Supreme Court justice, clerking for Chief Justice Fred Vinson in 1952–53.
Following a relatively short but very distinguished career in private practice
in Washington, DC, Carl joined the faculty at Michigan. By the time 1971
rolled around, he was one of the leading torts professors in the nation, author
of two leading texts on that subject, as well as of a multivolume treatise on
Michigan civil procedure. He was among the brightest people I have ever met
and the best I have ever encountered at using the Socratic method to help
a class work its way through deep, difficult problems. In the world of legal
education at the time, he was the Jimmer Fredette of his day—known by all
as both a world-class scholar and a devout Mormon.
Over time, it became clear to the future President Lee and the future
Elder Hafen that the success of their entire endeavor might well depend on
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convincing Carl Hawkins to come to BYU. However, repeated entreaties,
including at least two personal visits to Ann Arbor, were unsuccessful. Carl
was a stake president in Ann Arbor at the time, and he felt he could do more
for the Church in that calling and in his prominent position at a top-flight
law school than he could by coming to Provo to join a new and unproven
enterprise.
Realizing what a difference it would make to have Carl on board, Dean
Lee sought the help of President Marion G. Romney, a counselor in the First
Presidency, who was the prime mover behind the establishment of the Law
School. As Elder Hafen recalls it: “In an act of desperation, Rex recommended
to President Romney that the First Presidency call Carl on a mission to the
Law School. President Romney said, ‘We don’t do things that way.’ Ever the
creative advocate, Rex said, ‘But President Romney, remember when Joseph
Smith and Oliver Cowdery received the Aaronic Priesthood, and Joseph had
to baptize Oliver before Oliver had baptized him? Sometimes when we’re just
starting out, we have to do things a little differently.’ But it was no use.” Elder
Hafen recalled, “We could do nothing but pray.”47
The next part of the story is legendary among the early graduates of the
BYU Law School—and I hope it continues to be part of the lore of all BYU
Law School graduates. As Elder Hafen explained it: “One day Rex and I were
in President Oaks’ office with BYU’s academic vice president Robert Thomas.
President Oaks’ secretary called to say that Carl Hawkins was on the line.
Dallin took the call and talked softly with Carl out of our hearing. When he
hung up, he looked out the window of his office at Mount Timpanogos, and I
saw tears in his eyes. Then [President Oaks] smiled and said to us, ‘The Lord
must really want this Law School. And He wants it to be a good one. Carl is
coming!’ We whooped and hollered as if Lancelot were coming to Camelot.”
Elder Hafen explained, “From then on, the other positive dominoes fell into
place. . . . Carl became our . . . expert witness, attesting to all comers that this
law school met the highest standards of professional quality.”48
As I said, that story is well known among those familiar with the history
of the BYU Law School and its subsequent meteoric rise in the world of legal
education. What is less well known—in fact probably completely unknown
outside the Hawkins family until a few years ago when Elder Hafen spoke on
the subject at a Law School gathering—was Carl Hawkins’s side of the story.
And it is that part of the story that illustrates the point I wish to make. Again,
to quote Elder Hafen:
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Some people have attributed Carl Hawkins’ decision [to come to BYU] to the formidable persuasive powers of Dallin Oaks and Rex Lee, and it is true that their
presence at BYU was a positive factor for him. But Carl is a very private person who
doesn’t say much about his most personal feelings. Only years later did he tell me
the real reason why he came. . . .
[Carl] knew his decision was pivotal for other people, but he honestly felt he
should stay at Michigan. He “could not [in his own words] imagine a more satisfactory professional position” than the one he held. An unusually rational and orderly
thinker, he made a list of the reasons for staying and for leaving. He talked with
friends and family. But as the practical deadline drew near, he decided to fast and
pray. The day he chose to fast turned out to be an exasperating day at school, leaving him no time for personal reflection. So he went to his evening stake presidency
meeting, where he planned to discuss his question with his counselors. But pressing
stake business took more than their available time. Finally Carl arrived home after
his wife, Nelma, was asleep. He was tired—and frustrated that his desire for prayerful meditation that day had gone unfulfilled. . . .
Nonetheless, as he began praying in his bedroom, he reviewed his list of factors for and against going to BYU. Carl later wrote in his personal history:
“As I reviewed the list, I drifted into a state that I cannot adequately describe,
involving something more than cognitive processes or rational evaluation. Each
consideration was attended by a composite of feelings that could not be expressed
in words but still communicated something more true and more sure than rational
thought. Every consideration that I had listed in favor of going to BYU was validated by a calm, overwhelming sense of assurance. Each consideration I had listed
for not going to BYU was diminished to the point where it no longer mattered.
“[For example,] I had been deeply concerned whether my valued colleagues at
Michigan would be able to understand my reasons for leaving. Now that concern
melted away or evaporated into the night mists. . . . If some did not [understand],
that would be their problem, and it would not diminish me. I fell asleep, content
that I had finally made the right decision.”
Soon afterward Carl made that phone call to President Oaks.49

Carl Hawkins had spent most of his adult life being “instructed more
perfectly in theory, in principle, in doctrine,”50 learning of “things which
have been, things which are; . . . things which are at home, things which are
abroad.”51 Why? So that he might “be prepared in all things . . . to magnify
the calling whereunto [he was called].”52 But that calling was not a formal
invitation to serve from a Church leader. It came directly from God, as Carl
Hawkins sought learning by study and by faith, and as he was motivated by
concern for others, rather than by the praise of the world.
I am not suggesting that your highest calling will be to teach at BYU—
though for some of you that may be the case. What I am suggesting, though,
is that the optimum means of acquiring the knowledge about academic matters also offers the best way of helping you make important decisions about
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other matters, including the kind many of you are currently facing. Each of
you will have unique opportunities in your life—opportunities to do things
no one else can do as well as you can. If you seek to understand what those
are—by study and by faith—with an eye single to God’s glory—the time will
come in which you will be filled with light and you will comprehend what
God is calling you to do at that particular time.
In conclusion, let me share with you my personal conviction that the
acquisition of knowledge can be a sacred activity. If pursued by study and by
faith, if done with an eye single to God’s glory, it can be holy, and it can make
us holy.
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S

peaking of the Bible, the Prophet Joseph Smith declared, “He who reads
it oftenest will like it best.”1 One of the challenges any teacher of the New
Testament faces is being able to engender in his or her students a desire to
read the Bible often enough that they will come to appreciate its rich doctrinal teachings and its powerful testimony of Jesus Christ. The four New
Testament Gospels, in particular, are a treasure trove of information about his
life, ministry, teachings, Atonement, and Resurrection, much of which is not
available anywhere else in scripture.
The purpose of this paper is to discuss some issues that may be of worth
for those teaching the New Testament. The five issues that we will address are
the genre and purposes of the individual Gospels, the challenges of teaching
the four Gospels as a whole, exegesis and eisegesis (i.e., approaches to interpreting the New Testament Gospels), specific passages that can be difficult to
teach, and the value of Restoration scripture in teaching the New Testament
Gospels. The discussion in each of these sections is limited. We will only
have space to discuss a couple of examples. Nevertheless, the hope is that this
79
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discussion will introduce teachers to some of the depth, richness, and complexity of the four Gospels.
Genre and Purposes of the Four Gospels

Genre. The genre of a “Gospel” seems to have been invented by Mark. He is
the only New Testament Gospel author who identifies his work as such: “The
beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1). The
Greek word for gospel, euangelion, literally means “the good message,” and,
for Mark, the good message begins at the baptism where “a voice from heaven
[declares], Thou art my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Mark
1:11). Mark’s concept of a gospel seems to have been generally informed by
the Greco-Roman biography, or bios, which was “less concerned with relating
historical events than with showing the character of the main figure through
his or her words, deeds, and interactions.”2 What distinguishes it from the
bios is its reliance on the Old Testament, its emphasis on Jesus’ divine purpose rather than on extolling his virtues, and its usefulness in the preaching
of the Church. One scholar has noted, “The close association of the Gospels
with early Christian worship and proclamation suggests that we should see
them as church documents with a certain biographical character rather than
as biographies with a religious tone.”3
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke are remarkably similar to each
other, yet very different from the Gospel of John. They are often referred to
as the “synoptic Gospels,” which means that they present the life of the Savior
in similar ways, including frequent verbal parallels. The similarities are so significant that many scholars have proposed a literary relationship between the
first three Gospels. The most common explanation of this literary relationship, known as Markan priority, posits that Mark’s Gospel was written first,
and then Matthew and Luke each used the Gospel of Mark as a source for
their own accounts, to which they added sayings of Jesus and some of their
own unique material.4
Although not all scholars accept the argument of Markan priority, three
points in particular make this conclusion probable. First, Matthew and Luke
generally follow the Markan sequence of events, even though Papias (an early
second-century bishop of Hierapolis) says that Mark was not interested in
writing the events in order.5 When Matthew and Luke disagree with Mark’s
chronology, the differences can usually be explained as the result of Matthean
and Lukan editorial tendencies. Significantly, Matthew and Luke never agree
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on the sequence of events when they differ from Mark. Second, there is evidence that Matthew and Luke have “corrected” the Markan account. For
example, when Mark uses a rare or difficult word, Matthew and Luke render
the passage using more common terminology, and they often improve his
grammar.6 Sometimes they will modify passages that provide theological difficulties for them. For example, Mark 6:5 says that Jesus “could there do no
mighty work, save that he laid his hands upon a few sick folk, and healed
them.” Matthew’s account avoids the implication that Jesus’ power was in
any way limited: “And he did not many mighty works there because of their
unbelief ” (Matthew 13:58). Third, a primary reason for concluding that the
Gospel of Mark is the earliest Gospel is the fact that it is the shortest. It is
more likely that Matthew and Luke would later add additional material about
the life of Christ than that Mark would purposefully omit so many good
stories about the Savior. Mark does not have a tendency to shorten stories,
because when Matthew, Mark, and Luke contain the same story, Mark often
preserves the longer version.7
John’s Gospel is very different from the synoptic Gospels. In fact, the
majority of its teachings, stories, and miracles are not found in the synoptic Gospels. It uses a high Christology to describe Jesus, meaning that, to a
greater extent than the synoptic Gospels, from its opening chapter John’s
Gospel emphasizes Jesus’ divinity.8 Thus, Clement of Alexandria described it
as “a spiritual gospel.”9
Purposes. As we would expect, all four Gospels testify that Jesus is the
Messiah or Son of God, although each does it in different ways, with different
emphases, because the authors are all writing to different audiences.
Mark does not appear to be an eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry. Instead,
Papias, the second-century bishop of Hierapolis, records that “Mark, having
become Peter’s interpreter, wrote down accurately everything he remembered, though not in order, of the things either said or done by Christ. For he
neither heard the Lord nor followed him, but afterward, as I said, followed
Peter, who adapted his teachings as needed but had no intention of giving
an ordered account of the Lord’s sayings. Consequently Mark did nothing
wrong in writing down some things as he remembered them, for he made
it his one concern not to omit anything which he heard or to make any
false statement in them.”10 Thus, although Mark was apparently a second-
generation Christian,11 he wrote down the memories of Peter.
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Mark appears to be writing to a Gentile audience who live outside of
Palestine, because he explains geography (Mark 13:3), translates Aramaic
phrases (5:41; 15:34), uses Latin terms such as legion (5:9, 15) and centurion
(15:39), interprets Jewish customs (7:3–4), and mentions Roman, rather
than Jewish, divorce laws (10:11–12).
After the baptism, Mark’s account moves quickly. It focuses on showing
that Jesus’ teachings and deeds were astonishing to his audiences (1:22; 5:42;
6:2; 7:37; 10:24, 26; 11:18). It shows that there is a cost in choosing to be one
of Jesus’ disciples. The result of John the Baptist’s preaching was that he was
“put in prison [paradidomi]” (Mark 1:14). The result of Jesus’ preaching was
that he was “delivered . . . up [paradidomi]” ( John 18:30; see also John 1:14;
10:33). Likewise, for the disciples, who are also expected to preach, there
is an expectation that they will also be delivered up (paradidomi; see Mark
13:9–10). Lastly, it emphasizes the suffering and eventual vindication of the
Savior. Sometimes Mark’s Gospel is described as “a Passion narrative with an
extended introduction.”12 In other words, the account frequently points the
reader to, and focuses on, the events on the cross (3:6; 8:31; 9:31; 10:33–34,
45; 15:15–41). The Resurrection is God’s vindication of Jesus after the horrible events of the Passion.13 Mark’s Gospel is written to show that despite
opposition, misunderstanding, suffering for sins, and an ignominious death,
Christ was able to triumph over all things.14
Matthew was a member of the Twelve writing to a Jewish audience for
two main purposes. He wrote to convince his audience that Jesus was the
fulfillment of messianic prophecy. Matthew goes to great lengths to attach
Old Testament prophetic statements to Jesus’ deeds. He frequently uses the
phrase “as it is written” (Matthew 2:5; 4:4, 6–7, 10; 11:10; 21:13; 26:24, 31),
although on one occasion he attributes a passage to Jeremiah when it is actually from Zechariah (see Matthew 27:9; see by comparison Zechariah 11:13).
Additionally, Matthew seeks to show that Jesus is the “new Moses.” He is the
only Gospel author to link Jesus’ story to that of Moses by including the stories of the holy family’s trip to Egypt and the slaughter of the innocents (see
Matthew 2:14, 16). Just as Moses received the law on a mountain, Jesus goes
up into a mountain to give the new law (Matthew 5:1; in contrast with the
Lukan version, Luke 6:17, where it is given on a plain). Given his Jewish audience, it is not surprising that Matthew includes in Jesus’ apostolic commission
the directive to “go not into the way of the Gentiles and into any city of the
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Samaritans enter ye not: but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(Matthew 10:5–6).
But Matthew’s Gospel seems also to have been written to convince his
audience to accept the Gentile mission.15 In a number of places he includes
Gentiles, showing that they were an important part of the kingdom: he
includes four Gentile women in Jesus’ genealogy (Matthew 1:1–6); he
includes the story of the Wise Men, whom Matthew sees as Gentiles, who
recognize the child Jesus when the people of the covenant, who had access
to the prophecies, do not (Matthew 2:1–11); and he includes stories which
show times when Gentiles’ faith is so remarkable that it overshadows that of
the covenant people (see Matthew 8:5–13; 15:21–29). All of these aspects of
Matthew’s Gospel prepare the reader for Jesus’ final words on the Mount of
Olives, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew 28:19).
Like Mark, Luke also appears to be a second-generation Christian writing to a Gentile audience. He opens his Gospel with his own “statement of
intent” to Theophilus: “Forasmuch as many have taken in hand to set forth
in order a declaration of those things which are most surely believed among
us, even as they delivered them unto us, which from the beginning were eyewitnesses, and ministers of the word; it seemed good to me also, having had
perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write unto thee in
order, most excellent Theophilus, that thou mightest know the certainty of
those things, wherein thou hast been instructed” (Luke 1:1–4).
The major purpose of Luke’s writings (including the book of Acts) is to
show that the gospel of Jesus Christ is available to all. Luke, unlike Matthew,
extends Jesus’ genealogy back to Adam, the father of all humans, rather than
just to Abraham (see Luke 3:38; see by comparison Matthew 1:1). His is the
only Gospel to include the calling of the Seventy (Luke 10) in addition to
the Twelve (Luke 9:1–6). The number seventy may have reference to the
seventy nations mentioned in Genesis 10 and may, therefore, prefigure the
expanded mission in Acts that includes the Gentiles.16 Luke includes Jesus’
sermon given on a plain to “the company of his disciples, and a great multitude of people out of all Judaea and Jerusalem, and from the sea coast of
Tyre and Sidon [i.e., Gentiles]” (6:17). He shows Jesus’ concern for those who
were deemed “marginal” in Jewish society: the poor (6:20), the Samaritans
(10:29–37; 17:11–19), and women, often using couplets of men and women
such as Simeon and Anna testifying of Jesus at the temple (2:25–38) and
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the disciples and the women accompanying Jesus on his journey to Jerusalem
(8:1–3).
John also includes a specific “statement of intent,” although unlike Luke,
his is at the conclusion of his Gospel. He indicates that he chose what to
include in his Gospel (and what to leave out) for a specific reason: “But these
things are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God; and that believing ye might have life through his name” ( John 20:31).
Unlike the synoptic Gospels, which concentrate on Jesus’ Galilean ministry,
John’s Gospel concentrates on his Judean ministry. In addition, John includes
frequent passages that contribute to this Gospel’s high Christology. John
opens his Gospel with a statement of Jesus’ divinity in the premortal realm.
“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word
was God” ( John 1:1). This theme is then expanded throughout the text. He
frequently records Jesus using the divine name to identify himself (“before
Abraham was, I am [egō eimi]” in John 8:58; but also in John 4:25–26; 6:20).
He also records numerous dialogues where Jesus, as the “one from above,”
converses with those that are “of the earth” ( John 3:31; see also 3:12–13;
8:23). The purpose of these dialogues is for Jesus to help his listeners throw
off the earthly blinders that limit their perspective, so that they can begin to
see as he sees and gain an eternal perspective (e.g., 3:1–21; 4:5–42).
Thus each of the four Gospels adds a distinctive witness to Jesus’ life and
ministry which if recognized can add an important and enriching element to
teaching the life and ministry of the Savior.
Challenges of Teaching the Four Gospels

Teaching the four Gospels is a rewarding opportunity, but there are also some
challenges that teachers must face. Here I will briefly describe just two.
The first challenge New Testament teachers may have is to convince their
students of the value of studying the Bible. As is often noted, the Prophet
Joseph taught, “I believe the Bible as it read when it came from the pen of
the original writers. Ignorant translators, careless transcribers, or designing
and corrupt priests have committed many errors.”17 This teaching may, at first
glance, suggest that the Prophet had serious reservations about the accuracy
of the Bible. Yet it must also be remembered that the Prophet loved the Bible
and frequently taught from it in his sermons.18 So what should Latter-day
Saints think about the accuracy of the biblical text?
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Teaching the four Gospels is a rewarding opportunity, but there are also some challenges that teachers
must face.

The translation of the New Testament is a complex issue. We have no
autographs, or original manuscripts, of any New Testament text. Our earliest
text is the Rylands papyrus (P52), a fragment from John 18, which dates from
the first quarter of the second century. This means that all of the approximately 5,700 extant manuscripts of the New Testament are at best copies
of copies and at worst manuscripts that are over a thousand years removed
from their autographs. Within these manuscripts scholars estimate that there
are between 200,000 and 400,000 textual variants.19 These numbers, at first
glance, seem daunting and may reinforce some skepticism of the accuracy of
the New Testament. But a careful study of the variants shows that many of
them are not malicious scribal attempts to alter the text, but are the result
of innocent copying errors. In other words, very few of these variants are
theologically significant.20 One example of a passage from the Gospels that
is important for Latter-day Saints is Matthew 5:22. The KJV reads, “But I say
unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in
danger of the judgment” (emphasis added). The phrase “without a cause” is
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found in some late New Testament manuscripts but is not attested in earlier
ones.21 The phrase seems to be a later scribal addition to “allow room for righteous indignation,”22 maybe even to allow for Jesus’ actions when he cleansed
the temple (see Matthew 21:12–14). Most modern translations do not
include the phrase.23 For Latter-day Saints, in particular, this point is significant because the phrase is not found in either the corresponding passage in
the 3 Nephi account (3 Nephi 12:22) or the Joseph Smith Translation ( JST).
In addition to the Prophet’s statement, the Bible may be underappreciated because the Book of Mormon teaches that as a result of the great and
abominable church, “there are many plain and precious things taken away
from the [Bible], which is the book of the Lamb of God” (1 Nephi 13:28).
While it is possible that the loss of plain and precious things may be the result
of the removal of key passages and teachings, the manuscript tradition shows
that the text of the New Testament is remarkably stable. It is therefore possible that the loss is the result of the reinterpretation of doctrine rather than
from large-scale removal of passages. For example, early Christians debated
at some length about the doctrine of the virgin birth and how that impacted
the nature of the mortal Christ, and they also debated about the nature of
the Resurrection. The existence of these debates did not result in the removal
of the birth and the Resurrection narratives from the text, but the early
Christians interpreted the accounts in sometimes drastically different ways,
which eventually influenced the Christian Creeds.24
Therefore, I would suggest that we be cautious in our interpretation of
1 Nephi 13:28. If we are not careful, our interpretation may overshadow our
confidence in the truth and power of the Bible and might even influence
where we put our emphasis when we recite the eighth Article of Faith. If we
put our emphasis on the first part of the sentence, “We believe the Bible to
be the word of God,” we can have a very different understanding of the Bible
than if we put our emphasis on the second part, “as far as it is translated correctly.” The first, while acknowledging some textual and translational issues,
reaffirms our commitment to the Bible and its teachings as the “word of
God”; the second, if we are not careful, may justify a neglect of or marginalization of the Bible. Elder Neal A. Maxwell has taught, “Occasionally, a few
in the Church let the justified caveat about the Bible—‘as far as it is translated
correctly’ (A of F 1:8)—diminish their exultation over the New Testament,”
but then he goes on to remind us, “Inaccuracy of some translating must not,
however, diminish our appreciation for the powerful testimony and ample
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historicity of the New Testament. . . . These pages are a treasure trove testifying of Jesus.”25 Additionally, it is important to remember that in other places
the Book of Mormon emphasizes the importance of the Bible. For example,
both Lehi and Mormon teach the importance of combining the truths taught
in both the Bible and the Book of Mormon. Lehi teaches his son Joseph that
the Bible and the Book of Mormon “shall grow together, unto the confounding of false doctrines and laying down of contentions, and establishing peace
among the fruit of thy loins, and bringing them to the knowledge of their
fathers in the latter days, and also to the knowledge of my covenants, saith
the Lord” (2 Nephi 3:12). Likewise, Mormon implores latter-day readers of
the Book of Mormon to “lay hold upon the gospel of Christ which shall be
set before you, not only in this record but also in the record which shall come
unto the Gentiles from the Jews, which record shall come from the Gentiles
unto you” (Mormon 7:8).
A second challenge that teachers of New Testament Gospels face is how
they are going to organize their class. Having four Gospels poses a challenge
not found when teaching other scriptural texts. Should we use a harmony
approach, similar to those used by Elder James E. Talmage and Elder Bruce R.
McConkie and followed by the Sunday School and Institute New Testament
manuals?26 The major advantage of this approach is that it gives students a
sense of the life and ministry of Jesus in some sort of chronological order. The
Gospels, and any subsequent harmony of them, do not narrate the entire life
of the Savior but rather present highlights of the ministry and unique portraits of his life. It is significant that the Joseph Smith Translation designates
the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of John “testimonies” rather than “gospels.”27 A limitation of the harmony approach is illustrated in a statement by
Papias, who taught that Mark “wrote down accurately everything he remembered, though not in order, of the things either said or done by Christ.”28 To
further complicate the matter, the synoptic Gospels of Matthew and Luke,
who generally follow Mark’s order, sometimes record a different sequence of
events. If Mark was not concerned with preserving all the events of the life of
the Savior in their precise chronological order, and since the other Gospels
occasionally differ in their order of events, it then becomes very difficult to
establish a precise chronology for a harmony.29
An alternate approach is to teach each of the Gospels individually. The
advantage of this approach is that it allows the students to appreciate the
unique emphases, teachings, and interpretations of each of the Gospels that
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are often lost in a harmony approach.30 Certainly, each Evangelist wrote his
Gospel thinking that it would read as an autonomous whole rather than as
part of a harmony.31 The challenge with this approach is that there will be a
lot of overlap, especially in teaching the synoptic Gospels, which cover much
of the same material. Personally I use a mixed approach. I spend three class
periods at the beginning of the course going over background material: the
world of the New Testament; the formation of the Bible; and the unique
characteristics of each of the four Gospels. During this time I have the students read the Gospel of Mark so that they become familiar with the basic
story of Jesus’ ministry. Then I work through a harmony of Matthew and
Luke (with, because of personal interest, an emphasis on Matthew), adding in
the material of the Gospel of John where appropriate.
Exegesis and Eisegesis:
Approaches to Interpreting the New Testament Gospels

Exegesis is a hermeneutical, or interpretive, approach to scriptural texts that
attempts to understand a passage within the context of the text itself. This
approach to scripture is different from eisegesis, which seeks to interpret the
text from the perspective of the reader and often interprets the text divorced
from its original context.32 It is the latter approach to scriptures with which
many Latter-day Saints are most familiar, particularly when they desire to
identify a principle that can be applied for modern readers. While there is
some value to this approach, there are times when exegesis will help teachers
and students to identify important principles that are difficult to ascertain
simply from eisegesis.
Exegesis can be as simple as realizing that the context for the parable of
the talents in Matthew 25:14–30 has nothing to do with the modern understanding of talents as an ability to sing or to dance or to be a good public
speaker and so forth. Rather, the word talents is a transliteration of the Greek
word talanton, which refers to a weight or measure—to money. Thus the
parable is about slaves who have been entrusted with their master’s business
affairs.33 As one scholar has noted, “The ‘talents’ . . . represent not the natural
gifts and aptitudes which everyone has, but the specific privileges and opportunities of the kingdom of heaven and the responsibilities they entail.”34 This
particular parable is one of a series of parables used in the Olivet Discourse.
In the first part of the discourse, Jesus, in part, describes the conditions preparatory to his Second Coming. The parables that follow teach principles of
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how to prepare for that event. Therefore, the parable of the talents must be
understood in this context. The talents therefore represent any stewardship
with which we are entrusted and must magnify to help build the kingdom in
preparation for the Second Coming.
Exegesis can also be achieved recognizing the editorial hand of the
author.35 Latter-day Saints are familiar with this process in the Book of
Mormon, in which Mormon and Moroni frequently act as editors, both by
choosing which texts to include and by inserting their voice into the text.
The four Gospels are uniquely situated to help us recognize editorial emphases because we often have three, or sometimes four, accounts of a particular
story. In these instances it is just as important to recognize the differences in
the accounts as it is to emphasize the similarities. A question that is helpful
for readers to ask is not just what does the story say, but why did the author
choose to record it this way?
One example where we see Matthew’s editorial hand is in his recounting
of the miracle of the stilling of the storm (see Matthew 8:23–27). This story
is found in all three of the synoptic Gospels. Mark and Luke use the story
to show that Jesus has power over the physical elements (see Mark 4:35–41;
Luke 8:22–25), but while Matthew’s account acknowledges this power, he
uses the story differently.36 In chapters 8 and 9, Matthew has collected a series
of miracles, one of which is the stilling of the storm.
What is interesting in this collection is the passage that immediately precedes the stilling of the storm:
Now when Jesus saw great multitudes about him, he gave commandment to depart
unto the other side.
And a certain scribe came, and said unto him, Master, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest.
And Jesus saith unto him, The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.
And another of his disciples said unto him, Lord, suffer me first to go and bury
my father.
But Jesus said unto him, “Follow me; and let the dead bury their dead.
(Matthew 8:18–22)

These verses stand out in a chapter that deals with miracles because they
focus on discipleship and the cost of choosing to follow Jesus. In contrast to
Matthew, Luke uses his corresponding verses to introduce the calling of the
Seventy (see Luke 9:57–10:16).
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Besides changing the context for the story, Matthew’s editorial hand is
evident in four other ways that indicate he has a different emphasis in recounting this miracle. First, in describing the storm, Matthew uses the Greek word
seismos, translated in the KJV as “tempest,” whereas both Mark and Luke
use lailaps, translated as “storm” (see fig. 1). At first glance this change may
seem insignificant, but in the New Testament, seismos is almost universally
associated with the destructions and tribulations that take place at the end of
the world (see Matthew 24:7; Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11; Revelation 6:12; 8:5;
11:13, 19; 16:18; the exception is Acts 16:26). The tempest in Matthew thus
becomes a symbol for the difficulties disciples face as they choose to enter the
ship or, in other words, the Church.
Second, in Matthew’s account, the cry of the disciples is different. In
both Mark and Luke, the disciples address Jesus with “Master,” which is “a
human title of respect.”37 (Mark uses the Greek word didaskalos; Luke uses
epistata.) However, in Matthew’s account they cry out, “Lord, save us.” Here
the disciples use the term “Lord” (the Greek word kyrios), a term which in the
Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament) is “used as an expository equivalent
for the divine name” YHWH.38 In the New Testament, kyrios is also used as
a title for God, either in the quotations of passages from the Old Testament
(see Matthew 27:10; Mark 1:3; 12:36) or independently (see Matthew 1:20,
24; Mark 5:19; 13:20). Thus Matthew emphasizes that it is a divine being, not
just a great human, who is in the ship.
Third, in Mark and Luke the disciples cry to Jesus because they are going
to perish, but in Matthew’s account the disciples add a plea for Jesus to “save
[sozō] us,” a plea that can have both a physical and a spiritual dimension.39
Thus Matthew’s story emphasizes Jesus acting in his divine capacity, not just
as someone who has power over the physical elements but also as someone
who has the power to save his disciples from physical and spiritual buffetings
they experience when they choose to follow Jesus and enter into the ship.
Fourth, in contrast to Mark and Luke, Matthew changes the position
of Jesus’ question about the disciples’ faith. In Mark and Luke, Jesus awakes,
rebukes the wind and the sea, and then asks about their faith. In Matthew,
however, Jesus awakes, asks about the disciples’ faith first, and then rebukes
the wind and the sea. Thus the emphasis in Matthew is on the disciples’ faith,
or lack thereof, rather than the power to rebuke the wind and the sea. As one
scholar has noted, “The expression ὀλιγοπιστία (or ὀλιγόπιστος) [i.e., “little
faith”] is a favourite word of Matthew’s; apart from Luke 12.28 he is the only
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evangelist to use it (6.30; 8.26; 14.31; 16.8; 17.20) and it always denotes a
faith that is too weak, that is paralysed in the storm (8.26; 14.31) and in anxiety (6.30; 16.8), and thus is exposed as an appearance of faith (17.20) which is
not sufficiently mature to withstand the pressure of demonic powers.”40
Table 1: The Gospel Writers’ Editorial Hand
Matthew 8:23–26

Mark 4:35–40

Luke 8:22–25

23. And when he was
entered into a ship, his
disciples followed him.

35. And the same day, when
the even was come, he saith
unto them,

22. Now it came to pass
on a certain day, that he
went into a ship with his
disciples: and he said unto
them,

Let us pass over unto the
other side.
36. And when they had sent
away the multitude, they
took him even as he was
in the ship. And there were
also with him other little
ships.

Let us go over unto the
other side of the lake. And
they launched forth.
23. But as they sailed he fell
asleep:

24. And, behold, there arose
a great tempest [seismos] in
the sea, insomuch that the
ship was covered with the
waves:

37. And there arose a great
storm [lailaps] of wind, and
the waves beat into the ship,
so that it was now full.

and there came down a
storm [lailaps] of wind on
the lake; and they were
filled with water, and were
in jeopardy.

but he was asleep.
25. And his disciples came
to him, and awoke him,
saying,

38. And he was in the hinder
part of the ship, asleep on a
pillow: and they awake him,
and say unto him,

24. And they came to him,
and awoke him, saying,

Lord, save us: we perish.
26. And he saith unto them,
Why are ye fearful, O ye of
little faith?

Master [didaskalos], carest
thou not that we perish?

Master, master, [epistata]
we perish.

Then he arose, and rebuked
the winds and the sea; and
there was a great calm.

39. And he arose, and
rebuked the wind, and said
unto the sea, Peace, be still.
And the wind ceased, and
there was a great calm.
40. And he said unto them,
Why are ye so fearful? how
is it that ye have no faith?

Then he arose and rebuked
the wind and the raging of
the water: and they ceased,
and there was a calm.
25. And he said unto them,
Where is your faith?
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So what does all of Matthew’s editorial activity mean? By introducing
the miracle stories with verses about discipleship, Matthew indicates to his
readers that the miracle of the stilling of the storm should be interpreted
through the lens of discipleship. The costs of following Jesus mentioned in
verses 18–22 are the costs a disciple must be willing to pay to follow Jesus into
the ship. The ship then is a metaphor for the Church. Perhaps disciples might
think that following Jesus into the ship/Church would mean that their struggles in life would be over, that they would have a pleasant, calm voyage across
the sea. But the storm comes quickly. Tribulations are a part of discipleship.
In such a situation, abandoning the ship, or walking away from the Church, is
not the best option. Rather there is safety in the ship because that is where the
Son of God is. Even though he is asleep, he has the power to protect the ship
and all who are in it, even though they might not have sufficient faith initially
when the winds arise. Here is the important miracle that Matthew has for his
readers: the miracle that Christ can save in spite of the very real and powerful
physical and spiritual buffetings that a disciple experiences.
The stilling of the storm is just one example of the importance of understanding not just what the passage says but understanding why the author
said it this way. Thus exegesis can be a powerful tool to enhance eisegesis, or in
other words, understanding the intent of the original author provides opportunities to identify and teach principles that will help modern readers live the
gospel.
Considerations When Teaching Some Difficult Passages

As with teaching any text, there are always some passages that present either
historical or doctrinal difficulties for modern readers. Readers of ancient
texts, even the scriptures, must be able to deal with a certain amount of ambiguity. An important role for teachers is to help their students learn to deal
with this ambiguity. Latter-day Saints do not believe in scriptural inerrancy,
so we are in some ways theologically better equipped to deal with ambiguity
in the Gospels. Ambiguity can come from a number of sources. For example,
we have access to limited information about the ancient world. Although
we try to re-create the world of the New Testament Gospels, this limitation
means that, at best, we create an approximation—an educated approximation, but an approximation nevertheless. Of course, as we have noted above,
this does not mean that we shouldn’t try to examine and understand the historical context, but it does mean that sometimes we cannot answer all of the
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questions. At times those limitations can be clarified by the prophetic word
and Restoration scripture (as we shall see below), but generally prophetic
sources weigh in on theological rather than historical issues.
Another difficulty arises because, although the ancient authors were
inspired, they often relied on other sources and other people’s memories of
events. They did not have access to video recordings of events or eyewitness
testimonies where they could check the events and eyewitness quotes. Even if
they did, eyewitness testimonies, in ancient and modern times, seldom align
perfectly with each other. Each eyewitness focuses on and remembers different things and remembers in different ways. This fact will have an effect on
the story related, especially when there are three or four texts telling the story.
For example, when Jesus was arrested and Peter three times denied that he
was one of Jesus’ disciples, the four accounts are unified in stating that initially it was a maid who confronted Peter (see Matthew 26:69; Mark 14:66;
Luke 22:56; John 18:17). However, there is some discrepancy in each of the
accounts about who evokes Peter’s second denial. In Mark it is the same maid
(Mark 14:69); in Matthew, it is another maid (Matthew 26:71); in Luke, it is
someone else—a man (Luke 22:58); and in John, it is not an individual but a
group ( John 18:25). Given the limited information that we currently have, it
is difficult to reconcile these passages.
Sometimes the intent of the Gospel authors and their audience will influence what they include in their accounts and how they include it. For example,
if a person was reading the New Testament accounts of Jesus’ birth for the
first time, it is understandable that they might not think that the accounts in
Matthew and Luke were telling the same story. Matthew and Luke include
very different genealogies (see Matthew 1:1–17; Luke 3:23–38) and different
stories. Matthew recounts the birth from Joseph’s perspective and includes
the story of the wise men’s visit to the young Jesus and the holy family’s subsequent trip to Egypt (see Matthew 1:18–2:15). Luke recounts the birth from
Mary’s perspective and includes her visit to Elizabeth, the Roman census, and
Joseph and Mary’s subsequent trip from Nazareth to Bethlehem, where it
is the shepherds, rather than the Wise Men, who worship the young baby
(see Luke 2). If a reader is looking for differences in the two accounts, then
there are plenty to be found. These differences have led some scholars to question the historicity of the two birth narratives.41 However, it is important to
note that although the accounts are very different as to the historical events,
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Joseph A. Fitzmyer reminds us that there is an important nucleus of material
where the two accounts are in agreement:
1.
2.

Jesus’ birth is related to the reign of Herod (Luke 1:5; Matt 2:1)
Mary, his mother to be, is a virgin engaged to Joseph, but they have not yet
come to live together (Luke 1:27,34; 2:5; Matt 1:18)
3. Joseph is of the house of David (Luke 1:27; 2:4; Matt 1:16, 20).
4. An angel from heaven announces the coming birth of Jesus (Luke 1:28–30;
Matt 1:20–21)
5. Jesus is recognized himself to be a son of David (Luke 1:32; Matt 1:1)
6. His conception is to take place through the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35; Matt 1:18,
20)
7. Joseph is not involved in the conception (Luke 1:34; Matt 1:18–25)
8. The name “Jesus” is imposed by heaven prior to his birth (Luke 1:31; Matt
1:21)
9. The angel identifies Jesus as “Savior” (Luke 2:11; Matt 1:21)
10. Jesus is born after Mary and Joseph come to live together (Luke 2:4–7; Matt
1:24–25)
11. Jesus is born at Bethlehem (Luke 2:4–7; Matt 2:1)
12. Jesus settles, with Mary and Joseph, in Nazareth in Galilee (Luke 2:39,51;
Matt 2:22–23).42

Theologically, the accounts of Matthew and Luke are in agreement on
the most important questions about Jesus’ birth.
Another significant historical difficulty is the discrepancy in the timing of
the Passover meal during the Passion week. In the synoptic Gospels, Jesus met
with his disciples on “the first day of the feast of unleavened bread” (Matthew
26:17; see also Mark 14:12; Luke 22:7). More specifically, Mark adds, “when
they killed the Passover” (Mark 14:12; see also Luke 22:7). In all of these
accounts, Jesus’ meal with his disciples is understood to be the Passover seder.
In John’s Gospel, however, Jesus’ meal with his disciples took place the evening before the Passover (see John 13:1), with his crucifixion occurring the
afternoon before the Passover meal (when lambs were being killed for that
evening’s festivities). The Jews wanted to expedite the crucifixion by breaking
Jesus’ legs “because it was the preparation [day]” ( John 19:31).
In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this discrepancy was a
virtual non-issue because many assumed that the synoptic accounts were historically more accurate than John’s account. Primarily, this position reflected
the dominant scholarly view that John’s Gospel was a late document and was
therefore historically unreliable. In recent years, however, the scholarly pendulum has swung in favor of the historical reliability of the fourth Gospel.
Archaeologists have found and excavated the pool of Bethesda with its five
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porches (see John 5:1–2).43 The Dead Sea Scrolls show that John’s use of the
dualism of light and darkness ( John 1:5; 3:19; 12:35–36), which for a long
time scholars attributed to second-century philosophy, is at home in the
Jewish Palestinian milieu of the first century.44 In addition, John’s knowledge
of Samaritian beliefs, worship on Mount Gerizim, and the site of Jacob’s well
are all accurate.45 Thus the scholarly surge in favor of John’s historicity has
highlighted the chronological differences between the accounts of the last
supper in the synoptic Gospels and John. While many theories have been proposed to explain the differences,46 the reality is that, until more information
is discovered, modern readers again face the dilemma of dealing with some
ambiguity in the four Gospels of the New Testament.
In teaching both the birth narratives and the Last Supper, teachers
should not be afraid of the ambiguity. Rather they should help their students
recognize it when it appears and help them understand that in ancient texts,
even scriptural texts, there will be times when the appropriate answer to the
question “Why?” is “Here are some possibilities, but at present we don’t have
enough information to give a definitive answer.”
Historical ambiguities, however, are not the only type of difficult passages
to teach. Sometimes there are also passages that are theologically difficult.
For example, Jesus teaches, “And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away
his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth
adultery [ porneia]: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit
adultery [moichaō]” (Matthew 19:9; see also Mark 10:11; Luke 16:18). In
both Matthew and Mark this teaching is part of a longer discussion in which
the Pharisees try to discredit Jesus by asking the question “Is it lawful for a
man to put away his wife?” (Mark 10:2). In Mark the issue is whether Jesus
allows divorce. In Matthew’s version the Pharisees assume that Jesus allows
divorce and they instead question: “Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife
for every cause?” (Matthew 19:3; emphasis added). In this instance the issue
seems to be tied to one of debates in the first century between the schools of
Hillel and Shammai, who interpret the Mosaic injunction in radically different ways. Deuteronomy 24:1 reads, “When a man hath taken a wife, and
married her, and it come to pass that she find no favour in his eyes, because he
hath found some uncleanness in her: then let him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her out of his house.” The followers
of Shammai’s interpretation focused on the phrase “because he hath found
some uncleanness in her” and taught that infidelity was the only justification
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for divorce. The followers of Hillel, however, focused on the phrase “she find
no favour in his eyes” and interpreted it much more loosely.47
In Matthew’s account, Jesus’ response about marrying someone who is
divorced seems to be given to the Pharisees who were part of a larger crowd.
In Mark, however, the response is given at a later time only to the disciples:
“And in the house his disciples asked him again of the same matter. And he
saith unto them, Whosoever shall put away his wife, and marry another, committeth adultery against her” (Mark 10:10–11). Elder Bruce R. McConkie
thus taught, “This strict law governing divorce was not given to the Pharisees,
nor to the world in general, but to the disciples only, ‘in the house,’ at a later
time as Mark explains. Further, Jesus expressly limited its application. All
men could not live such a high standard; it applied only to those ‘to whom
it is given’ [Matthew 19:11].”48 President Joseph Fielding Smith interpreted
this law in terms of a temple sealing.49 Elder Dallin H. Oaks teaches, “The
kind of marriage required for exaltation—eternal in duration and godlike in
quality—does not contemplate divorce. In the temples of the Lord, couples
are married for all eternity. But some marriages do not progress toward that
ideal. Because ‘of the hardness of [our] hearts,’ the Lord does not currently
enforce the consequences of the celestial standard. He permits divorced persons to marry again without the stain of immorality specified in the higher
law. Unless a divorced member has committed serious transgressions, he or
she can become eligible for a temple recommend under the same worthiness
standards that apply to other members.”50
Another example of a difficult doctrinal passage is the discussion between
Jesus and the Sadducees about marriage in the Resurrection (see Matthew
22:29–30; Mark 12:24–25; Luke 20:34–35). The Sadducees came to Jesus,
“Saying, Master, Moses said, If a man die, having no children, his brother shall
marry his wife, and raise up seed unto his brother.” They then go on to apply
the Mosaic teaching to a hypothetical situation where seven brothers each in
turn married a woman until eventually all of the brothers and the woman had
passed away. The Sadducees then asked, “Therefore in the resurrection whose
wife shall she be of the seven? For they all had her” (Matthew 22:23–28).
Jesus’ response is sometimes brought up by those who try to discredit the
LDS teaching on eternal marriage.51
What this debate seems to lose sight of, however, is that this passage is
only secondarily about marriage. The real issue that the Sadducees are pushing with Jesus is about the Resurrection because, as all three synoptic authors
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emphasize, the Sadducees did not believe in it (Matthew 22:23; Mark 12:18;
Luke 20:27). “Jesus answered and said unto them, Ye do err, not knowing the
scriptures, nor the power of God. For in the resurrection they neither marry,
nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven. But as touching the resurrection of the dead, have ye not read that which was spoken unto
you by God, saying, I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the
God of Jacob? God is not the God of the dead, but of the living. And when
the multitude heard this, they were astonished at his doctrine” (Matthew
22:29–33). As one scholar has noted, the Sadducees’s question “does not pose
a serious question; it is simply designed to show how absurd is the belief in a
future resurrection.”52 It is possible, therefore, that Jesus’ response about marriage in the Resurrection was a form of parody. Jesus tells the Sadducees that
they don’t understand either the scriptures about Levirate marriage nor the
power of God to bring about the Resurrection. In effect, he may be saying to
them, “If, as you believe, there is no resurrection, then obviously the wife will
not belong to any of the brothers because you don’t even believe that there will
be a resurrection.”
The Four Gospels and Restoration Scripture

Unlike other Christians, Latter-day Saints have additional tools to enrich
their study of the New Testament. Here I will briefly discuss three major ways
that Restoration scripture can aid the student of the New Testament Gospels.
First, Restoration scripture confirms the truthfulness of the New
Testament teachings, in a time when their historicity is sometimes under
attack. Two examples will suffice. The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew
(Matthew 5–7) is very different from the sermon in Luke (Luke 6:17–49).
Some scholars argue that the Lukan sermon is the historical sermon that Jesus
gave and that the Matthean sermon was a later compilation of Jesus’ sayings
to supplement the Lukan material.53 One of the difficulties scholars see in the
Matthean account of the sermon is the disjointed nature of the text; there
does not appear to be any coherence to the sermon. For Latter-day Saints,
however, who have in 3 Nephi a text remarkably similar to the Matthean sermon,54 there is no doubt that Jesus taught this as a unified sermon. John W.
Welch has argued that the unifying theme of the sermon, which has eluded
scholars, is the temple.55 In short, the 3 Nephi account confirms the historicity of the Matthean Sermon on the Mount.
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Another example of how Restoration scripture confirms the teachings
of the New Testament Gospels is found in Luke’s account of the Garden of
Gethsemane. Luke records that Jesus’ “sweat was as it were great drops of
blood falling down to the ground” (Luke 22:44). Modern scholarship has
questioned the historicity of this event. The textual history for this verse is
difficult. Some scholars argue that this verse was not original to Luke’s Gospel
but had been added at a later date, because the verse is omitted in some important early manuscripts. It is, however, possible that the verses were removed by
some scribes for theological reasons: because they seemingly showed a weak
Jesus who was not prepared for his upcoming death.56
But Restoration scripture, in both the Book of Mormon and the
Doctrine and Covenants, confirms the reality that Jesus sweat blood while in
the Garden of Gethsemane. In the Book of Mormon, King Benjamin teaches
that the bloody sweat was a real part of the Atonement: “And lo, he shall suffer temptations, and pain of body, hunger, thirst, and fatigue, even more than
man can suffer, except it be unto death; for behold, blood cometh from every
pore, so great shall be his anguish for the wickedness and the abominations of
his people” (Mosiah 3:7). Likewise, the Savior himself declares to the Prophet
Joseph in a revelation, “Which suffering caused myself, even God, the greatest of all, to tremble because of pain, and to bleed at every pore, and to suffer
both body and spirit—and would that I might not drink the bitter cup, and
shrink” (D&C 19:18).
Second, at times Restoration scripture expands and enumerates the
doctrine of the Gospels. One example in this category is the use of the
New Testament word “gospel” (euangelion), which is found twelve times in
Matthew and Mark, although it is not used in Luke or John. The Greek word
means “good news,” but nowhere in the Gospels is it specifically defined. In the
Book of Mormon, however, the Savior himself gives a definition in 3 Nephi
27:13–21. The good news is that Jesus “came into the world to do the will of
[his] Father,” that he was “lifted up upon the cross” so that he could “draw
all men unto [him], that . . . men be lifted up by the Father, to stand before
[Christ], to be judged of their works, whether they be good or whether they
be evil” (vv. 13–14). In addition, the good news is that through faith, repentance, coming unto Christ, being baptized and sanctified by the Holy Ghost,
and enduring to the end we can be judged “guiltless before [the] Father” and
“stand spotless before [Christ] at the last day” (vv. 16, 20).57 While all of these
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aspects are taught and expounded in the New Testament, nowhere are they
brought together in such a succinct and complete definition of the gospel.
Elder Neal A. Maxwell gives another example: “‘Except ye be converted,
and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven.’
(Matt. 18:3.) What is the full significance of becoming childlike? The Book
of Mormon delineates with specificity: ‘And becometh as a child, submissive,
meek, humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to all things which the
Lord seeth fit to inflict upon him, even as a child doth submit to his father’
(Mosiah 3:19).”58
Third, the JST is a valuable tool for the study of the New Testament
Gospels. It is important, however, to understand what the JST is and is not
doing. The editors of the critical edition of the JST have identified five types
of changes that the JST makes to the biblical text, all of which can be specifically identified in the Gospels:59
“1. Restoration of original text.” It is difficult to determine whether or
not a JST change fits into this category. As we will see with some of the other
categories of changes, just because the JST includes material that is not in our
current text does not mean that it is automatically the restoration of original
text. Thomas A. Wayment has identified one example in which that may be
the case. He has examined places where the JST agrees with the Latin version
of the New Testament and argues that in some of these places the JST may be
restoring lost or altered text.60 One example that he gives is Luke 9:44. Both
the Latin version and the JST replace “ears” (as found in the Greek manuscripts) with “hearts” and thus read, “Let these sayings sink down into your
hearts: for the Son of man shall be delivered into the hands of man” (italics
indicate JST changes).61
“2. Restoration of what was once said or done but which was never in the
Bible.” This type of change is also difficult to confirm, but it may include passages that are expanded in the JST but for which there is no evidence in the
textual tradition that they were ever part of the written Gospels. For example,
in the KJV account of John the Baptist, Matthew writes that John the Baptist
declares to the Pharisees and Sadducees, “Bring forth therefore fruits meet for
repentance” (Matthew 3:8). The JST, however, includes a lengthy introduction to this statement. “Why is it, that ye receive not the preaching of him whom
God hath sent? If ye receive not this in your hearts, ye receive not me; and if ye
receive not me, ye receive not him of whom I am sent to bear record; and for your
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sins ye have no cloak. Repent therefore, and bring forth fruits meet for repentance” ( JST, Matthew 3:8; italics indicate JST changes).
“3. Editing to make the Bible more understandable for modern readers.”
Sometimes this form of editing is simply to help modern readers understand
archaic King James language. For example, Matthew 13:20 reads, “But he that
received the seed into stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and
anon with joy receiveth it.” According to Laurence M. Vance, “Anon is a compound of the Old English on an, ‘in one,’ that signified ‘in one moment.’”62
It translates the Greek word euthus, which is often translated as “immediately.”63 Given that anon is rarely used in modern English, the JST changes it
to read, “But he that received the seed into stony places, the same is he that
heareth the word, and readily with joy receiveth it” ( JST, Matthew 13:20).
But sometimes the editing is more substantial, as is the case with the JST of
Matthew 24. Here the JST changes were so substantial that they are included,
along with the Book of Moses, as a separate part of the Pearl of Great Price:
Joseph Smith—Matthew. One of the significant changes of the JST version
was the reordering of the material. The discourse consists of Jesus’ answers to
two of his disciples questions, “When shall these things [i.e., the destruction
of the temple] be? and what shall be the sign of thy coming, and of the end of
the world?” (Matthew 24:3). In Matthew 24 there is no distinction between
these questions in Jesus’ answer. In the JST, however, the answers to the two
questions are delineated. Verses 5–21 answer the first question and verses
21–37 answer the second question. Verse 21 is the turning point between the
two answers, and the addition of the word “again” in verses 21, 30, 31, and 32
shows that the signs for the coming destruction of the temple in the first century would be repeated when the Savior returned. As one scholar has noted,
“When the Prophet made his revision of the Olivet discourse he moved three
verses (7, 8, and 9) from their position in the King James text and placed
them at various points later in the narrative. This change gave the prophecy
a new chronological sequence, or more accurately, it gave it a more definite
chronological sequence. This was enhanced by the repetition of three verses
[vv. 6, 9 to vv. 21–22; v. 10 to v. 30; v. 12 to v. 32] which showed that there was
to be a recurrence of ancient events in the latter days. It is this reordering and
repetition of passages which brings understanding to that area in which there
has been the greatest confusion among Bible scholars.”64
“4. Editing to bring biblical wording into harmony with truth found in
other revelations or elsewhere in the Bible.” John 1:18 provides an example of
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this kind of change. The KJV reads, “No man hath seen God at any time.” The
JST reads, “No man hath seen God at any time, except he hath borne record of
the Son” ( JST, John 1:19; italics indicate JST changes). It is clear from other
biblical passages and from events of the Restoration that people have in fact
seen God. In other places in John’s writings the statement is clarified. For
example, John 6:46 reads, “Not that any man hath seen the Father, save he
which is of God, he hath seen the Father.” Another example may be the JST
of John 20:1, which adds that there were two angels sitting at the sepulchre,
which brings the story into harmony with the account in Luke 24:1–4.
“5. Changes to provide modern readers teachings that were not written by original authors.” Two brief examples of this type of change may be
Matthew 4:1 and 7:1. In the KJV, Matthew 4:1 reads, “Then was Jesus led up
of the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted of the devil.” The JST reads,
“Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness to be with God.” The
JST change here makes sense. Jesus’ time in the wilderness was a preparatory
experience for him before he began his mortal ministry. But the JST change
here should not negate the fact that Jesus also went into the wilderness to be
tempted by the devil. Elder Jeffrey R. Holland quotes Malcolm Muggeridge:
“Christ withdrew alone to the desert to fast and pray in preparation for a
dialogue with the Devil. Such a dialogue was inescapable; every virtue has
to be cleared with the Devil, as every vice is torn with anguish out of God’s
heart.” Then Elder Holland goes on to teach that he believes “such dialogues
are entertained day after day, hour after hour—even among the Latter-day
Saints.”65
The KJV of Matthew 7:1 reads, “Judge not, that ye be not judged.” The
JST reads, “Now these are the words which Jesus taught his disciples that
they should say unto the people. Judge not unrighteously, that ye be not
judged: but judge righteous judgment.” In this case, the JST does not seem
to be restoring lost text, because the corresponding teaching in 3 Nephi reads,
“Judge not, that ye be not judged” (3 Nephi 14:1). In this case the JST seems
to be adding an additional level of teaching that, given the corresponding
3 Nephi account, was probably not originally spoken by Jesus as he taught the
Sermon on the Mount.66
Conclusion

President Gordon B. Hinckley taught: “We are sometimes told that we are
not a biblical church. We are a biblical church. This wonderful testament of

102

Religious Educator · vol. 13 no. 3 · 2012

the Old World, this great and good Holy Bible is one of our standard works.
We teach from it. We bear testimony of it. We read from it. It strengthens
our testimony.”67 Teaching the New Testament Gospels is an opportunity to
expand the minds of our students so that they will have the desire to embark
on an ongoing study of the life, ministry, and teachings of Jesus Christ so that
they will recognize that we are a biblical church. If we are to take President
Hinckley’s teaching seriously, then it is our charge to prepare our students so
that they are prepared to “teach from it,” to “bear testimony of it,” and to use
it to strengthen their testimonies. Again, as the Prophet Joseph stated, “He
who reads it oftenest will like it best.”
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W

hen John alludes to “the Jews’ feast of tabernacles” and “that great day
of the feast” in John 7:2, 37, he has immediately tapped into a considerable body of cultural, social, and religious images and knowledge in the hearts
and minds of an audience from the first century AD who would have been
familiar with contemporary Jewish practices.1 However, youth and young
adults in the twenty-first century are less likely to have sufficient understanding of this feast. By making the context of the Feast of Tabernacles explicit,
teachers can help students better understand Jesus Christ’s declarations in
John 7–8 and the miracle he performs in John 9 so they can have greater faith
in him and the power of his Atonement.2
Overview of the Feast of Tabernacles

Elder Bruce R. McConkie (1915–85) of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
noted, “It appears to have been our Lord’s deliberate design to dramatize the
great truths relative to himself by associating them with the religious and
social practices then prevailing.”3 Our students will likely miss the deliberate
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design of the Savior, which John intended to convey in John 7–9,4 if we do
not help them become familiar with the religious and social practices pertaining to the Feast of Tabernacles. Bruce K. Satterfield’s research on the Feast of
Tabernacles provides a critical foundation for this article, which intends to
reinforce key points of his work and suggest further implications between the
Feast of Tabernacles and the text in John.5
From the direct references to the Feast of Tabernacles in John 7 (see
vv. 2–3, 8, 10–11, 14, 37), we glean only a few scant details. We know that
the feast was held in Jerusalem where the temple was located (see John 7:3).
As with all major feasts of the Jews, it was likely crowded—which made it
possible for the Savior to arrive and stay “in secret” ( John 7:10). The eightday feast allowed Jesus to teach in the temple “about the midst of the feast”
( John 7:14) and again on the “last day” of the feast ( John 7:37). We also
read that the last day of the feast was called the “great day of the feast” ( John
7:37), although the text offers no explanation as to what this means. In other
words, allusions to the location, popularity, and duration of the feast require
additional explanation in order to optimize the edifying value of the Savior’s
teachings and healing in John 7–9.
In general, the Jewish feasts were both commemorative and instructive
occasions. Activities and rituals during the feasts reminded Israelites of significant historical events and often anticipated future events.6 The earliest
scriptural injunctions concerning the Feast of Tabernacles, also known as the
Feast of Booths, indicated to Israel that the feast was to help them remember
“when [the Lord] brought them out of the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 23:43).
For example, the children of Israel were commanded to construct and dwell
in booths throughout the week of the feast to remind them of their years of
wandering in the wilderness before the Lord brought them into the promised land. During one of the celebratory processions of the feast, those in the
procession carried a lulab (a plume of branches from a tree or bush) in their
right hands and a citron (a small citrus fruit) in the left. The lulab represented
Israel’s traveling through various types of foliage in their journey through the
wilderness, and the citron signified the fruit of the land God had promised
to his people.7
Other aspects of the feast—such as the water-drawing ceremony and the
lighting of enormous lampstands in the courts of the temple in conjunction
with the reading of Messianic passages in Zechariah 14—pointed to the future
coming of the Messiah, as will be discussed later in this paper.8 The timing of
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the feast, held in the fall around the time of the yearly harvest or in-gathering,
pointed both backward to the time when God gathered Israel out of Egypt
and forward to the time of “the final harvest when Israel’s mission should
be completed, and all nations gathered unto the Lord.”9 Thus, Israelites who
gathered to the temple in Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles were
inundated with festivities and symbols that inspired thoughts on a variety of
themes, such as deliverance (past and future), the coming of the Messiah, and
the eventual gathering of all God’s children to him.
To help modern students better understand and apply some of the great
truths found in John 7–9, teachers can explain four major aspects of the Feast
of Tabernacles: (1) dwelling in booths, or sukkot; (2) the lighting of the lampstands in the Court of the Women; (3) the additional sacrifices and offerings
throughout the week; and (4) the drawing of water from the Pool of Siloam
and its pouring on the altar of the temple. Each of these ceremonies was deliberately designed to stir deep religious recollections and feelings in the hearts
and minds of the participants.10
The Feast of Tabernacles lasted eight days, beginning on a Sabbath and
ending on the next Sabbath (see Leviticus 23:39). It was also known as
the Feast of Booths, or sukkot, because of the temporary booths or shelters
participants constructed and lived in during the week-long festival. Moses
instructed the children of Israel throughout their generations to make booths
of “the boughs of goodly trees, branches of palm trees, and the boughs of
thick trees, and willows of the brook” (Leviticus 23:40). They were to dwell
in these booths all week so they would always remember that the Lord “made
the children of Israel to dwell in booths, when [he] brought them out of the
land of Egypt” (Leviticus 23:43).
Thoughtful dwellers in these temporary booths might have pondered
on their continual dependence upon the Lord God of Israel for deliverance
(as they contemplated their historic deliverance from Egypt), direction (as
they reflected on the Lord leading them through the wilderness), and security
(as they gratefully considered the promised land in which they now lived).
During the days of Israel’s sovereignty, those dwelling in booths during the
Feast of Tabernacles may have also thought about the freedom granted to
them through the Lord (not entirely different from other holidays celebrating national freedom in many countries).11 However, in Jesus’ day, if celebrants
pondered such freedom, their prayers would have been offered as a hope for
future deliverance from Roman subjugation.

112

Religious Educator · vol. 13 no. 3 · 2012

Following the evening sacrifice on the first day of the Feast of Tabernacles,
the gates of the temple were left open so the public could gather in the Court
of the Women12 and participate in the lighting of four giant lampstands, each
over seventy feet (twenty-one meters) tall. Each lampstand had four golden
bowls filled with oil at their tops. Priests climbed ladders to each bowl and
lit the wicks, which were made from the worn-out clothing of the priests collected throughout the year. The light from the lampstands was so bright that
it was said to light up every courtyard in Jerusalem. The lighting ceremony
was accompanied with music, singing, and dancing that lasted well into the
night and even into the early morning. It is unclear whether the ritual was
performed anew every day or whether the lamps were simply kept lit throughout the week of the festival.13
While most participants in the Feast of Tabernacles would never see the
sacred lampstand, or menorah, found in the holy place of the temple, where
only priests were allowed, this celebration brought a likeness of the same symbol into public view. Just as the golden lampstand in the holy place stood
before the most holy place in the temple, these four impressive lampstands
may have stirred participants to reflect on the need for inspired enlightenment to prepare them to return to God’s presence.14
Throughout the Feast of Tabernacles more additional sacrifices were
offered than were offered during Passover, the other major sacrificial feast—
twice the number of rams and lambs and five times the number of bullocks.
In addition, Alfred Edersheim points out that the number of each sacrifice—70 bullocks, 14 rams, 98 lambs, and 336 ephahs of flour for the meat
offering—is divisible by seven. The number seven often signifies completion and perfection in Hebraic symbolism.15 Many Israelites living in Jesus’
day seem to have forgotten the true purpose and meaning of these sacrifices, which was to point them toward the Messiah (see 2 Nephi 25:24–25;
Jacob 4:5). While sacrifice under the Mosaic law served several purposes, one
major reason God instituted these sacrifices was to signify the “great and last
sacrifice,” which would accomplish the “infinite atonement which will suffice
for the sins of the world” (see Alma 34:9–14).
The fourth significant event of the Feast of Tabernacles was “the drawing
of water from Siloam and its libation [pouring] on the altar (of this it was
said that he who has not seen the joy of the drawing of water at the Feast
of Tabernacles does not know what joy is)” (Bible Dictionary, “Feasts,” 673).
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The parade-like ritual of this ceremony was perhaps the most notable and
popular event of the festival:
During the preparation of the [morning] burnt offering, a procession of priests,
with the accompaniment of singing and flute playing, wended their way from the
temple down to the Pool of Siloam, where a priest filled a golden flask with water
while a choir repeated Isaiah 12:3: “With joy shall ye draw water out of the wells
of salvation.” . . .
The priests returned to the temple via the Water Gate, a gate on the south side
of the wall immediately surrounding the temple within the Court of the Gentiles
[where the procession was joined by other pilgrims who had come to the temple
for the feast]. When they arrived at the Water Gate, a blast was made on a shofar, or
ram’s horn. . . .
Upon the blasting of the shofar, the group moved toward the altar of sacrifice
located in the Court of the Priests that immediately surrounded the temple. The
priest carrying the golden flask filled with water ascended the altar and prepared to
pour the libation on the morning burnt offering. While doing this, the procession
[carrying their lulabs and citrons] that had followed the priest circled the altar. . . .
The priest who had charge of pouring the water then offered the water libation
with a wine libation in two silver bowls on the southwest corner of the altar.16

This ceremony was accompanied by great rejoicing and singing from the congregation. It was performed every day of the feast in the same way, “except on
the seventh day, when the priests (and perhaps the pilgrims) circled the altar
seven times instead of just once.”17
This ritual performed at the sacrificial altar consists of several aspects that
added to its spiritual richness. The Pool of Siloam received its water from
the Gihon Spring, a natural water source, making the water in Siloam “living
water,” or water suitable for ritual purification. The concept of “living water”
is critical to understanding the significance of this ceremony. Living water
had to come directly from God (via rain or other “pure” or natural sources,
such as a spring). It was used for all ordinances and rituals requiring water in
the law of Moses. Based on recent archaeological research, the Pool of Siloam
was likely a mikveh, an ancient ritual bath for purification, and not a reservoir
for drinking water.18 Thus the water from Siloam symbolized the cleansing
and sanctification necessary to prepare one to return to God.
The water from Gihon was channeled into the Pool of Siloam via
Hezekiah’s Tunnel, which had been dug to preserve the people of Jerusalem
during the Assyrian siege in the days of Hezekiah (see 2 Kings 17–18). While
the Pool of Siloam in Jesus’ day was not likely the same pool as the one from
Hezekiah’s and Isaiah’s day,19 the site likely still reminded those in Jerusalem
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of God’s power to preserve and deliver them in the face of overwhelming
opposition and adversity.
The water-pouring ritual was also accompanied by a prayer of gratitude
for the rains that had brought forth the harvest of the previous year and a plea
for rain for the coming year to provide another harvest. On the eighth day of
the feast, the “great day of the feast,” which was also a Sabbath day, the water
drawing and pouring ceremony was not performed, but a prayer for rain was
still offered with the sacrifices. Thus reflective participants in this ritual were
drawn into a commemorative environment of gratitude and purification that
signified their constant dependence on God—all centered on the most significant sacrificial site in all Israel, the altar of the temple.
Messianic Connections with the Feast of Tabernacles

These four aspects of the Feast of Tabernacles were impressive activities and
ceremonies for stirring the religious memories and feelings of the people.
However, their most significant value in the Savior’s day consisted in their
power to prepare the people to accept the Messiah and the salvation offered
only through him. By the time the Savior arrived in Jerusalem and began
teaching in the temple “about the midst of the feast” ( John 7:14), the pilgrims there had been living in booths for several days, participated in the
stirring ceremonies of the lighting of the lampstands, rejoiced in the pouring
of the water on the altar multiple times, and been involved in the additional
animal sacrifices. The feast provided an intense physical learning experience
that had the potential to prepare the hearts and minds of the people who
heard the Savior’s teachings to accept him as the Messiah.
This section will explain how four specific passages of scripture in
John 7–8 and the miracle found in John 9 become more powerful declarations and demonstrations of the divinity of Jesus Christ and his saving power
when understood in context of the Feast of Tabernacles. We will examine
them in the order in which they appear in the scriptures.
John 7:37–39. Unfortunately, John did not provide details about what
Jesus first began to teach the multitudes in the temple under these circumstances, except that the people “marvelled” at what he taught ( John 7:15). He
does report the controversy generated by Jesus’ presence and his teachings
amidst a substantial portion of the Jewish population who had assembled
for the feast. This “division among the people” ( John 7:43) provided those
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present with a key opportunity to determine whether or not they believed
that Jesus was indeed the Christ (see John 7:15–36, 40–53).
In this environment, Jesus waited until “the last day, that great day of the
feast” to stand and cry to all the people within the temple, “If any man thirst,
let him come unto me, and drink. He that believeth on me, as the scripture
hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water” ( John 7:37–38).
The typical position of teachers was to sit while they taught. Jesus emphasized
his declaration by standing and speaking in a loud voice.20 For people who had
been so engrossed in expressing gratitude to God and offering supplication to
him for water to sustain their physical lives, this declaration brought to their
minds the need for spiritual sustenance as well. “The scripture” the Savior
referred to is not easily identifiable. He may have been alluding to Isaiah
12:3 and drawing water out of the “wells of salvation,” as employed during
the water-drawing ceremony. Or he may have been referring to Isaiah 58:11
or Jeremiah 2:13 and Jeremiah 17:13, in which the God of Israel is directly
referred to as the “fountain of living waters.”21
The Savior waited until the “great day of the feast,” on which there was no
water-pouring ceremony, to publicly declare that he was the source of “living
water.” In the absence of the celebration involving the waters of Siloam, his
words invited the people to come unto him as the only true source for salvation.22 John clarifies that those who believed in Jesus Christ as the promised
Messiah and followed him would receive the Holy Ghost, who would provide consistent spiritual sustenance (see John 7:39).23 Recipients of this living
water would then be able to share their witness of Christ by the power of the
Spirit with others, who could then receive the “living water” also.24
By referring to himself as the source of “living water,” Jesus proclaimed his
divinity—he is the “fountain of living waters.” Only those who accepted him
as the one sent from God to save mankind could be baptized and receive the
cleansing through the Holy Ghost necessary for them to return to God (see
John 3:5). Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
explained how faith in Jesus Christ that leads to obedience will bring about
the fulfillment of the Savior’s promise in John 7:37–38:
By living the gospel of Jesus Christ, we develop within ourselves a living spring
that will quench eternally our thirst for happiness, peace, and everlasting life. The
Lord explains clearly in the Doctrine and Covenants that only faithful obedience
can tap the well of living water that refreshes and enlivens our souls: “But unto
him that keepeth my commandments I will give the mysteries of my kingdom, and

116

Religious Educator · vol. 13 no. 3 · 2012

the same shall be in him a well of living water, springing up unto everlasting life”
[D&C 63:23].25

Mormon taught that only through a process that begins with “faith unto
the fulfilling the commandments” can we receive “the visitation of the Holy
Ghost, which . . . filleth with hope and perfect love . . . until the end shall come,
when all the saints shall dwell with God” (Moroni 8:25–26). Students who
understand more clearly that faith in Jesus Christ is essential to receiving the
Holy Ghost may feel inspired to increase their faith in the Savior by being
more obedient to his commandments.26 The abundant joy experienced by
those who participated in the water-pouring ceremony pales in comparison
with the joy that comes to those who receive the gift of the Holy Ghost, “the
greatest gift that can be bestowed upon man” in mortality.27
John 8:12; 9:4–5. Although the Feast of Tabernacles was over by the time
we come to John 8, it had likely not been over for very long (see John 8:2).
Jesus was still teaching in the temple in Jerusalem.28 Undoubtedly, the recent
display of the giant burning lampstands was fresh in the minds of those who
heard Jesus proclaim, “I am the light of the world: he that followeth me
shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life” ( John 8:12). The
Pharisees seemed to have missed the main point of his statement in favor of
seizing upon a supposed opportunity to catch him in an apparent legalistic
argument (see John 8:13–19). We will explore the significance of the Savior’s
declaration in the context of the Feast of Tabernacles and its implications for
our students.
According to ancient sources,29 Zechariah 14 was read during the lighting
ceremony previously described. The four lampstands each had four bowls, a
number used frequently in scripture to represent geographic completeness,
such as the four corners of the world. As the four bowls on the four lampstands were lit, pilgrims at the feast would have heard the references to light in
Zechariah 14:6–7, signifying that the Messiah would ultimately be the Light
of the World, and not just for the Jews. Furthermore, the references to “all the
nations,” “all the families of the earth,” and “all nations” in Zechariah 14:16–
17, 19 in conjunction with worshipping the Lord in Jerusalem at the time
of the Feast of Tabernacles pointed to the eventual gathering together of all
God’s children through the coming Messiah.30 By proclaiming himself as the
Light of the World and the Light of Life in context of these recently transpired festivities, Jesus declared unequivocally that he was indeed the Messiah
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of whom the prophets of old had testified. Only through him could the people find the way to salvation and avoid the darkness of sin.31
It was said that the light from the great lampstands in the Court of the
Women during the Feast of Tabernacles lit up every courtyard in Jerusalem.
Likewise, Jesus Christ can be a source of light for each of us during difficult
or challenging times. While we often associate darkness with despair and
discouragement, light often brings feelings of hope and assurance. Elder
Jeffrey R. Holland of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles taught how Jesus
Christ can be a source of light for us personally:
Every one of us has times when we need to know things will get better. . . . For emotional health and spiritual stamina, everyone needs to be able to look forward to
some respite, to something pleasant and renewing and hopeful, whether that blessing be near at hand or still some distance ahead. . . .
My declaration is that this is precisely what the gospel of Jesus Christ offers
us, especially in times of need. There is help. There is happiness. There really is light
at the end of the tunnel. It is the Light of the World, the Bright and Morning Star,
. . . the very Son of God Himself. . . . To any who may be struggling to see that
light and find that hope, I say: Hold on. Keep trying. God loves you. Things will
improve. Christ comes to you in His “more excellent ministry” with a future of
“better promises.”32

Students who are taught to look to Jesus Christ as the Light of their lives
will be taught to look to a source of guidance and hope that will never fail
them. Just as those who rejoiced around the giant lamps and sang praises to
the God of Israel for his light in their lives, our students can experience joy in
their daily lives as they find constant hope and assurance in Jesus Christ, the
Light of the World. The Savior’s reuse of this metaphor in John 9:4–5 will
draw upon this meaning of the Savior as a source for hope amidst darkness.
John 8:31–36. In the Savior’s declarations in John 7:37–39 and John
8:12, reference to two key features of the Feast of Tabernacles—the waterpouring ceremony and the lighted lampstands—may be seen as rather overt.
In John 8:31–36, the background of the Feast of Tabernacles may be less
obvious, but it can still enhance our understanding of the Savior’s discourse
on spiritual freedom and how he used the occasion of the festival to point
to his divinity. For a whole week, the pilgrims who gathered to Jerusalem
for the Feast of Tabernacles lived in booths to commemorate their wandering in the wilderness after God delivered them from bondage in Egypt and
guided them to freedom in the promised land. As the Savior now addressed
those who had at least professed a belief in him,33 he returned to themes of
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bondage and deliverance that had just been commemorated during the Feast
of Tabernacles.
It may seem that the Savior’s audience had forgotten the historical significance of the booths they lived in during the Feast of Tabernacles. How could
they say that they were “never in bondage to any man” ( John 8:33) when they
had just spent a week commemorating their deliverance from Pharaoh and
when they were currently subject to the emperor of Rome? However, when
the Savior promised that those who continue in his word would be his disciples and be free (see John 8:31–32), they seem to have followed his transition
from physical bondage and deliverance to spiritual bondage. They responded
by alluding to their lineage as heirs of Abraham, implying that they had
received promises of spiritual liberation and independence regardless of their
current political or physical status (see John 8:33).34 Making this transition
from physical bondage to spiritual bondage is important for helping students
understand and apply what the Savior teaches next.
Speaking to a group who may have consented to accept Jesus as a prophet
or as a potential political Messiah, the Savior draws their attention to his
divine spiritual mission by asserting that “whosoever committeth sin is the
servant of sin” and that only “if the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall
be free indeed” ( John 8:34, 36). Proud of their lineage and stubborn in their
traditions, this group of would-be believers would not accept this declartion. As one scholar noted, “People do not always, or even usually, realize that
they are in bondage. They tend to rest in some fancied position of privilege,
national, social, or religious. So these Jews, proud of their religion, did not
even know their need to be free.”35 And from what did they need to be free?
Elder Bruce R. McConkie answered: “Free from the damning power of false
doctrine; free from the bondage of appetite and lust; free from the shackles
of sin; free from every evil and corrupt influence and from every restraining
and curtailing power; free to go on to the unlimited freedom enjoyed in its
fulness only by exalted beings.”36
Modern audiences may also struggle occasionally with a degree of spiritual complacency and fail to recognize their own spiritual bondage and
need for deliverance. However, “all have . . . come short of the glory of God”
(Romans 3:23) and need to be freed by the Great Deliverer, Jesus Christ,
the Son of God. The Savior drew upon the theme of deliverance during the
Feast of Tabernacles to declare his divine power, and modern students who
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understand this context can gain a greater sense of their need for that power
in their own lives.
Students struggling to be free from sin and transgression may also gain
greater confidence in the Savior’s promise of freedom, as explained by Elder
Richard G. Scott of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles: “I testify that when
a bishop or stake president has confirmed that your repentance is sufficient,
know that your obedience has allowed the Atonement of Jesus Christ to satisfy the demands of justice for the laws you have broken. Therefore you are
now free. Please believe it. To continually suffer the distressing effects of sin
after adequate repentance, while not intended, is to deny the efficacy of the
Savior’s Atonement in your behalf.”37
When the Divine Redeemer of mankind makes us free, we are truly free.
John 8:51–53, 58. While the additional sacrifices were offered during the
Feast of Tabernacles, participants sang the Hallel, Psalms 113–18.38 In these
psalms, we can see how the numerous deaths of these animals were accompanied by expressions of great faith and hope for divine help in overcoming the
ultimate bondage—death. For example, in Psalm 116, we read:
The sorrows of death compassed me, and the pains of hell gat hold upon me: I found
trouble and sorrow.
Then called I upon the name of the Lord; O Lord, I beseech thee, deliver my
soul. . . .
For thou hast delivered my soul from death. . . .
I will walk before the Lord in the land of the living. . . .
What shall I render unto the Lord for all his benefits toward me? . . .
Thou hast loosed my bonds.
I will offer to thee the sacrifice of thanksgiving, and will call upon the name of
the Lord. (Psalm 116:3–4, 8–9, 12, 16–17)

We see this hope repeated in the 118th Psalm:
The Lord is my strength and song, and is become my salvation.
The voice of rejoicing and salvation is in the tabernacles of the righteous. . . .
I shall not die, but live, and declare the works of the Lord. . . .
He hath not given me over unto death. (Psalm 118:14–15, 17–18)

The myriad animal sacrifices during the Feast of Tabernacles, combined
with these hymns of hope for deliverance, would have been fresh in the minds
of those who heard the Lord declare: “If a man keep my saying, he shall never
see death” ( John 8:51).
The immediate rejoinder from Jesus’ opponents focused on the literalness of the statement “Art thou greater than our father Abraham, which is
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dead? and the prophets are dead” ( John 8:53). However, their objection was
not aimed at the eventual triumph of man over death. They had spent the
previous week singing about their hope for immortality in the face of animal
sacrifices that reminded them of the inevitability of death. Their protest was
aimed at the one making the claim. There was no doubt that Jesus was claiming “superhuman power.”39 Therefore, the people asked the real question:
“Whom makest thou thyself ?” ( John 8:53). In one of the most unequivocal
declarations of his divinity in the Gospel of John, Jesus of Nazareth answered
simply, “Before Abraham was, I am” ( John 8:58). He was not claiming to be
merely another prophet or messenger from God. Jesus was identifying himself as the Great Jehovah, the God of Israel. Those who rejected his claim as
blasphemous took up stones to end his life, but he escaped, for his time had
not yet come.
While these well-known statements of the Savior in John 8:51, 58 are
inherently powerful, understanding them in the immediate context of the
Feast of Tabernacles adds to their poignancy. Observing the deaths of hundreds of animals throughout the festal week may have heightened the pilgrims’
sense of their need for deliverance from their own inescapable demise. Their
consciousness of the inevitability of death enhanced the power of the Savior’s
promise to give them everlasting life. As C. S. Lewis noted, “You never know
how much you really believe anything until its truth or falsehood becomes
a matter of life and death to you. It is easy to say you believe a rope to be
strong and sound as long as you are merely using it to cord a box. But suppose you had to hang by that rope over a precipice. Wouldn’t you then first
discover how much you really trusted it? . . . Only a real risk tests the reality
of a belief.”40
While our students cannot experience the full vicarious nature of the sacrifices at the Feast of Tabernacles, helping them understand and visualize the
context can help them better appreciate the Savior’s promise to deliver them
from death. Perhaps they will also be filled with the same gratitude repeated
in the closing of the Hallel: “His mercy endureth for ever” (Psalm 118:1–4, 29).
John 9:1–7. As Jesus left the temple grounds, he and his disciples “passed
by . . . a man which was blind from his birth” ( John 9:1). While we never
learn the exact age of the man, we understand from his parents’ later statement that he is “of age” ( John 9:21) and that the man was an adult member
of the community who had lived without sight for many years. Here was a
man who had spent his entire life in physical darkness. Though he had never
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known physical light, he could still be brought into the light through Jesus
Christ. Regardless of the cause for the man’s condition, Jesus affirmed again
to his disciples, “‘I am the light of the world’ [ John 9:5], as though to teach:
‘Whenever you remember that I opened the blind eyes, physically, remember
also that I came to bring light to eyes, spiritually.’”41
“In the Old Testament the giving of sight to the blind is associated with
God himself (Exod. 4:11; Ps. 146:8). It is also a messianic activity (Isa. 29:18;
35:5; 42:7), and this may be its significance in the New Testament. It is a
divine function, a function for God’s own Messiah, that Jesus fulfills when
he gives sight to the blind.”42 On at least four previous occasions, Jesus had
restored sight to the blind (see Matthew 9:27–31; 12:22–37; 15:29–31;
Mark 8:22–26). The miracle was not unique, but the manner in which it was
accomplished was. The Savior’s deliberate actions were meant to convey yet
another proof of his divinity to those who witnessed them.
Closer examination of one piece of the textual context can help us begin
to unlock the instructive nature of this miracle for modern students. When
Jesus says, “I must work the works of him that sent me” ( John 9:4; emphasis
added), it is the tenth time we have read the word sent since the beginning
of John 7. The Savior has been emphasizing his role as the one “sent” by the
Father for several chapters.43 This has been prelude for why the Savior now
sends the blind man to the Pool of Siloam to be healed. John interprets
Siloam to mean simply “Sent” ( John 9:7) to correspond with his repeated
usage of the term to refer to the divine commission of the Savior.44 Thus, the
Pool of Siloam becomes a symbol for the Savior himself, an especially critical
association given the daily processions to the Pool of Siloam during the Feast
of Tabernacles.
However, before sending the man to the Pool of Siloam, the Master
Healer and Teacher “anointed the eyes of the blind man with the clay”
( John 9:6). Similar to Enoch’s preparation to receiving spiritual sight in
Moses 6:35, washing the clay from blind eyes may signify cleansing ourselves
of the natural, earthly man (see 1 Corinthians 15:47–50). Like the man born
blind, the natural man is blind and has no knowledge of the way to salvation—
he is enveloped in spiritual darkness. Only by coming to Jesus Christ can we
receive spiritual sight and know the way to salvation.
While the Savior could have simply healed the man of blindness, he seems
to have had a much broader purpose in this miracle to demonstrate how “the
works of God should be made manifest in him” ( John 9:3). This miracle is
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Northern steps of recently excavated Pool of Siloam looking toward the west. The pool was discovered
during the repair of the large drainage pipe in the top, center of the picture.

not only about God’s compassionate work for one blind man, but about his
healing, redemptive power for all mankind. Though there were several pools
in Jerusalem where the man may have washed the clay from his eyes, Jesus may
have had at least three reasons for sending the man to the Pool of Siloam to
have his sight restored.
First, as mentioned earlier, the Pool of Siloam was likely a mikveh, used
for ceremonial washing and cleansing preparatory to entering the temple and
participating in the rituals therein. Thus, the Pool of Siloam provided the
blind man with “living water” in which to wash away his symbolic earthly self
and receive spiritual, as well as physical, sight.
Second, Siloam was not the closest mikveh to where the blind man likely
was at the time. According to John 9:1, the Savior and his disciples were not
far from the temple when they came upon the man born blind. The closest
mikveh would have been the Pool of Bethesda, which was only approximately
1,000 feet (300 meters) away, while the Pool of Siloam was approximately
2,100 feet (640 meters) away.45 The extra distance required the man to exercise faith in the Healer who gave him the instructions, which was the real key
to the man’s conversion as recorded in John 9:24–38.
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Finally, by choosing the Pool of Siloam as the place for the miracle to
occur, the Savior was superimposing himself on the most important event of
the Feast of Tabernacles. It was as if he were saying, “You come to the Pool of
Siloam to ‘draw water out of the wells of salvation’—I am the well of salvation.”
When the blind man goes to the Pool of Siloam to be healed and receive
his physical sight, he represents each of us, who must come unto the Savior in
faith to receive the divine healing and spiritual sight necessary so God can do
whatever work is necessary for each of us to receive our immortality and eternal life (see Moses 1:39). And just as the “living water” of Siloam is poured
upon the altar of the temple, it is only as we receive the Holy Ghost and the
power of Christ’s Atonement that this work can be accomplished—“there
shall be no other name given nor any other way nor means whereby salvation can come unto the children of men, only in and through the name of
Christ, the Lord Omnipotent” (Mosiah 3:17). John continues to employ this
symbolism of light/sight and dark/blind in Jesus’ discussion with the leaders
of the synagogue in John 9:39–41, emphasizing to all people that only those
who believe in Christ receive the true light of God.
Conclusion

Understanding the scriptures in context increases faith and inspires action.
Brother Chad H. Webb reinforced this principle when he taught, “There is
power in the principles that are couched within the stories of the scriptures.
Part of that power is seeing those principles in context. . . . We teach the principles the Lord intended to preserve in the context and content of scripture.
. . . Personal application will come naturally.”46
Students who learn the Savior’s teachings and miracle of healing at the
Pool of Siloam in John 7–9 against the backdrop of the Feast of Tabernacles
may be more inspired to seek for the gift of the Holy Ghost in their lives
through faithful obedience to Jesus Christ. They can have greater spiritual
clarity and direction in their lives by focusing on the Light of the World. They
can experience increased confidence in the Savior’s power to free them from
sin through his Atonement, which can increase the likelihood that they will
repent and turn to him for deliverance when they feel the bondage of sin.
They can find comfort and hope in the Savior’s power over death in bringing to pass the resurrection of all mankind. And students who remember
the healing at the Pool of Siloam may be more inclined to turn to the Savior
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for healing and enlightenment, knowing he was “sent” from God for our
salvation.
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lder D. Todd Christofferson recently testified that “our Heavenly Father
is a God of high expectations.”1 He then elaborated: “Sadly, much of modern Christianity does not acknowledge that God makes any real demands on
those who believe in Him, seeing Him rather as a butler ‘who meets their
needs when summoned’ or a therapist whose role is to help people ‘feel good
about themselves.’ It is a religious outlook that ‘makes no pretense at changing lives.’ ‘By contrast,’ as one author declares, ‘the God portrayed in both the
Hebrew and Christian Scriptures asks, not just for commitment, but for our
very lives.’”2
The Gospel of Luke witnesses that our Heavenly Father and his Son
Jesus Christ hold high expectations for us. While Luke’s Gospel typically is
remembered for its emphasis on the Savior’s compassion,3 it also reveals the
demanding lifestyle that Jesus Christ both led and required of others. Luke
illustrates this in his account of the Savior’s final trek to Jerusalem, which
begins in Luke 9:51 and continues until Jesus arrives at the outskirts of
Jerusalem in Luke 19:28.
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In contrast to Mark and Matthew, who only briefly mention the Savior’s
departure from Galilee for the last time in mortality and his trek to the
Jewish capital (see Mark 10:1; Matthew 19:1−2), Luke focuses great attention on this journey.4 From the outset Luke names Jerusalem as the Savior’s
intended destination (see Luke 9:51), and he explicitly mentions the Holy
City numerous times during the trek (see Luke 9:53; 13:22, 34; 17:11; 18:31;
19:11). While Luke frequently reminds his readers of the ultimate destination of this journey, he does not depict the Savior traveling a direct linear
course to Jerusalem.5 Indeed, the focus of Luke’s travel narrative is not on the
geographic details of the route. Instead, Luke’s narrative is guided by a deeper
purpose. His account presents a journey of discipleship in which Jesus Christ
marks the path by both word and deed. Many of the Savior’s teachings that are
unique to Luke’s Gospel appear in this travel account. These teachings serve a
common theme inasmuch as they underscore “the clash . . . between two fundamentally different ways” of life—God’s way as set forth and demonstrated
by Jesus Christ and “the normal way, the ordinary path of self-interest.”6
Thus, Luke provides distinctive context and content regarding the events
and teachings that occurred as the Savior was traveling to the place of his
ultimate sacrifice. This paper provides an analysis of the Savior’s teachings on
discipleship included in the first part of Luke’s travel account in Luke 9−14.
By examining the Savior’s instruction in context of his trek to Jerusalem, we
can better see how Jesus Christ reinforced his teachings on discipleship with
what Elder Neal A. Maxwell called “the eloquence of his example.”7
Luke 9: Setting the Background for the Beginning of the Travel
Account

Luke 9 relates several key events that provide important context prior to the
beginning of the travel account. The chapter opens with Jesus Christ instructing the Twelve and sending them throughout Galilee to preach and heal.8
After noting the return of the Twelve, Luke narrates the feeding of the five
thousand. The sequence of these events likely indicates that the Twelve had
stirred much interest in the gospel during their missions. Later we read in
the travel account that as the Savior “went through the cities and villages,
teaching, and journeying toward Jerusalem” (Luke 13:22), a “company” of
disciples, both men and women, traveled with him (Luke 11:27). Some of
these followers may have been Galilean converts of the Twelve.
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Luke proceeds to record Peter’s testimony of Jesus Christ and then
gives us the Savior’s first unveiled declaration of his approaching death
and Resurrection (see Luke 9:18−22).9 Next, Luke sets forth a number of
Jesus’ teachings on the sacrifice required of those who would follow him
(see Luke 9:23−27). Luke then relates the Savior’s experience on the Mount
of Transfiguration (see Luke 9:28−36). Of the three Gospel writers who
recorded this experience, Luke alone mentions that Moses and Elias (or
Elijah) “spake of [ Jesus’] decease which he should accomplish at Jerusalem”
(Luke 9:31).10 Elder James E. Talmage referred to this experience on the
mount as “the beginning of the end” of Jesus Christ’s mortal ministry.11
Not long after this event, “when the time was come that [ Jesus] should be
received up, he stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). These
words suggest that Jesus deliberately timed the commencement of his journey
in anticipation of his death, which would occur approximately four months
later.12
In summary, we learn from Luke 9 that Jesus Christ had accumulated a
large number of followers; that he knew of his coming death and declared it
to others; that he taught that sacrifice was necessary to follow him; and that
“visitants from the unseen world came to comfort and support Him,” as Elder
James E. Talmage explained.13 These events provide valuable context for the
beginning of the travel account, in which Jesus Christ resolutely sets his face
“toward Jerusalem” (Luke 13:22), the “city of destiny,”14 and initiates the journey that will culminate with his death.
Three Responses to Jesus Christ’s Instruction to “Follow Me”

Shortly after beginning the travel account, Luke records three consecutive
episodes in which the Savior teaches about the requirements of discipleship.
The word follow occurs in each of the episodes. First, “a certain man said
unto him, Lord, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest” (Luke 9:57).
Next, the Lord “said unto another, Follow me” (Luke 9:59). Finally, a third
individual remarked, “Lord, I will follow thee; but let me first go bid them
farewell, which are at home at my house” (Luke 9:61). It is helpful to view
these episodes in context of the storyline in Luke 9. Prior to beginning the
travel account, Luke records the Savior’s instruction: “If any man will come
after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me”
(Luke 9:23). It appears Luke included the three episodes as responses to this
teaching. In addition, Luke prefaced the episodes with the phrase “as they
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went in the way” (Luke 9:57). This detail provides context to help us understand that these episodes occurred as Jesus walked with his disciples while en
route to Jerusalem.
Understanding the context of these episodes helps us see the boldness
of the first man’s declaration: “I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest.”
The Savior’s response to this statement underscores the necessity of sacrifice
involved in following him: “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests;
but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head” (Luke 9:58). This description of the Savior’s mortal experience suggests that “life was very inconvenient
for him,” as Elder Jeffrey R. Holland once observed, and “it will often be so”
for those who choose to follow him.15 A commentator on Luke’s Gospel similarly remarked that the Savior’s words portray discipleship “not only as the
acceptance of a master’s teaching, but as the identification of oneself with
the master’s way of life. . . . The disciple must walk in the footsteps of Jesus.”16
In response to the second man, who asked to bury his father before joining the Savior on his journey to Jerusalem, Jesus replied, “Let the dead bury
their dead: but go thou and preach the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:60). An
awareness of the cultural context in which this episode occurred may provide insight into the Savior’s words. Respect for parents was very important
in Jewish culture, including the responsibility to provide a proper burial for
them. After preparing a body for burial and placing it in a tomb, family members typically returned a year later to place the bones in a stone box called an
ossuary, which remained in the tomb as a secondary burial among the remains
of other deceased family members.17 If the disciple in this case was speaking
of a secondary burial rather than an urgent need to care for the body of his
recently deceased father, then his request demonstrated a desire to prioritize
a cultural tradition over a singular opportunity to walk to Jerusalem with the
Son of God and be tutored by him.
Jesus’ words may have suggested the man could be at peace about letting
his deceased father remain in the tomb as he obeyed the command to follow
him. It is also possible that the Savior’s response could be understood to mean,
“Let the [spiritually] dead bury their [physically] dead.”18 In either case, the
Savior’s words do not mean it is wrong to mourn the loss of a loved one or
give proper respect at a funeral. Rather, they emphasize that devotion to the
Lord is a disciple’s highest priority.
To the third man, who desired to return home to bid his family farewell,
the Savior replied: “No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking

The Savior’s Teachings on Discipleship during His Final Trek to Jerusalem

133

back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62). President Howard W. Hunter
explained how the Savior’s analogy of the plowman relates to the danger of
looking back once we have decided to follow Christ: “To dig a straight furrow, the plowman needs to keep his eyes on a fixed point ahead of him. That
keeps him on a true course. If, however, he happens to look back to see where
he has been, his chances of straying are increased. The results are crooked and
irregular furrows.”19 The lesson for this man was simply to follow the example
of the Savior, who “stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51) and
did not look back.
Like this man and the other two discussed above, we must realize that
sacrifice is inherent in our choice to follow Jesus Christ. Although we do not
have the opportunity as they did to walk with him to Jerusalem, we can show
our willingness to replicate that journey in our own lives. We can choose to
leave behind any possessions, habits, traditions, or even people that may prevent us from fully heeding the Savior’s commandment to follow him.
The Road through Samaria and the Parable of the Good Samaritan

Just prior to recording the three episodes on following the Savior, Luke
informs us that Jesus and his disciples passed through Samaria on their way to
Jerusalem. Some of the Samaritans, recognizing Jesus and his disciples as Jews,
evidently deprived them of customary elements of hospitality, such as provisions and lodging.20 In response, two of the leading disciples, James and John,
sought permission to call down fire from heaven to consume their offenders
(see Luke 9:52−54). In this volatile setting, the Savior demonstrated patience
and forbearance while admonishing his disciples to do the same (see Luke
9:55–56).
Shortly after this episode, the Savior told the parable of the good
Samaritan. Typically, we study this parable in context of the Savior’s response
to the questions of a disingenuous lawyer (see Luke 10:25, 29). While this
context is very helpful in understanding the immediate circumstances in
which the Savior uttered the parable, we can also benefit from asking what the
parable can teach us about discipleship—particularly as we remember that
some of Jesus’ closest followers had lately shown hostility toward Samaritans
as they traveled with him on the way to Jerusalem.
First, we learn that there are no exceptions for the commandment to love.
The unlikely protagonist of the story, a Samaritan, chose to show kindness to
a Jew, whose nation despised and denigrated Samaritans. In other words, he
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chose to love a person who perhaps was the most difficult person for him to
love. While we can only imagine how James and John may have reacted to the
parable of the good Samaritan, we do know from the book of Acts that John
later “preached the gospel in many villages of the Samaritans” and conferred
the gift of the Holy Ghost upon those who were baptized (Acts 8:25; see also
vv. 14−17). John also gave us the cherished account of the Savior’s interaction
with a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well (see John 4).
The Savior’s disciples may have also recognized that not only did Jesus
make a Samaritan the protagonist of the story, but he may have also made
the Samaritan a symbol for himself. The charity Jesus had recently displayed toward hostile Samaritans was the same transcendent love the good
Samaritan demonstrated for a Jew. Also, in the coming weeks, the Savior’s disciples would witness Jesus encountering many wounded souls on the road to
Jerusalem, including an infirm woman in a synagogue (see Luke 13:10−17);
a man with dropsy (see Luke 14:1−6); ten lepers, at least one of whom was a
Samaritan (see Luke 17:11−19); and even that despised and diminutive chief
of the publicans, Zacchaeus (see Luke 19:1−10). Like the good Samaritan
in the parable, who paused on a dangerous, thief-infested highway and
placed the welfare of another ahead of his own, Jesus would minister to each
wounded soul he encountered on the road to Jerusalem, thinking not of himself even as he drew closer to his own death.21
As he walked with his disciples, Jesus Christ reinforced the lessons of the
parable of the good Samaritan with his own example. Today, we can choose to
“go, and do . . . likewise” (Luke 10:37). President Spencer W. Kimball encouraged us to be aware of our opportunities to do so:
Each of us has more opportunities to do good and to be good than we ever use.
These opportunities lie all around us. . . . There are many individuals waiting to be
touched and loved if we care enough to improve in our performance.
We must remember that those mortals we meet in parking lots, offices, elevators, and elsewhere are that portion of mankind God has given us to love and to
serve. It will do us little good to speak of the general brotherhood of mankind if we
cannot regard those who are all around us as our brothers and sisters.22

The Savior Teaches Mary and Martha

During his journey to Jerusalem, Jesus stopped at the home of Martha (see
Luke 10:38). Luke informs us that at some point during this visit, Martha
“was cumbered about much serving” (Luke 10:40). Hospitality was very
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important in Jewish society, and a woman’s honor and reputation depended
partly on how well she fulfilled cultural expectations regarding the role of
hostess.23 In contrast to Martha’s anxiety in performing her role as hostess, her
sister Mary “sat at Jesus’ feet, and heard his word” (Luke 10:39).
Elder Dallin H. Oaks used the account of Martha and Mary to teach
present-day disciples of Christ about priorities; he remarked: “Just because
something is good is not a sufficient reason for doing it. The number of good
things we can do far exceeds the time available to accomplish them. Some
things are better than good, and these are the things that should command
priority attention in our lives.”24 Continuing, Elder Oaks provided the following counsel that may be particularly applicable to many Latter-day Saint
youth and young adults:
Consider how we use our time in the choices we make in viewing television, playing
video games, surfing the Internet, or reading books or magazines. Of course it is
good to view wholesome entertainment or to obtain interesting information. But
not everything of that sort is worth the portion of our life we give to obtain it. Some
things are better, and others are best. . . .
. . . We have to forgo some good things in order to choose others that are better or best because they develop faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and strengthen our
families.25

Martha, who in another setting demonstrated marvelous devotion and
faith in the Savior (see John 11:19−29), here complained, “Lord, dost thou
not care that my sister hath left me to serve alone? bid her therefore that
she help me” (Luke 10:40). Elder Oaks cited a Brigham Young University
devotional address by Professor Catherine Corman Parry to help Church
members learn another important lesson from this episode:
The Lord acknowledges Martha’s care: “Martha, Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things” [Luke 10:41]. Then he delivers the gentle but clear rebuke
[“But one thing is needful: and Mary hath chosen that good part, which shall not
be taken away from her” (Luke 10:42)]. But the rebuke would not have come had
Martha not prompted it. The Lord did not go into the kitchen and tell Martha
to stop cooking and come listen. Apparently he was content to let her serve him
however she cared to, until she judged another person’s service. . . . Martha’s selfimportance . . . occasioned the Lord’s rebuke, not her busyness with the meal.26

Martha’s primary mistake on this occasion seems to have been her focus
upon herself. Even though she was serving others, the condition of her heart
diverged from the standard of selflessness the Lord expected of his disciples.
Just before he began the trek to Jerusalem, the Savior taught that “whosoever
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will lose his life for my sake, the same shall save it” (Luke 9:24). The Savior
helped Martha understand that it is not enough to simply serve the Lord and
our fellowman. His disciples must overcome the tendency to think first of
themselves and learn to serve Heavenly Father and his children with an eye
“single to [his] glory” (D&C 88:67).
Jesus Christ Gives the Parable of the Rich Fool and Foretells His
Suffering

Later during his journey to Jerusalem, the Savior was surrounded by “an innumerable multitude of people” (Luke 12:1). One of them requested, “Master,
speak to my brother, that he divide the inheritance with me” (Luke 12:13).
Instead of settling this dispute over temporal goods, the Savior addressed the
root of the problem while warning the crowd: “Take heed, and beware of
covetousness: for a man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things
which he possesseth” (Luke 12:15). He then gave the parable of the rich fool:
The ground of a certain rich man brought forth plentifully:
And he thought within himself, saying, What shall I do, because I have no
room where to bestow my fruits?
And he said, This will I do: I will pull down my barns, and build greater; and
there will I bestow all my fruits and my goods.
And I will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for many years;
take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry.
But God said unto him, Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee:
then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided?
So is he that layeth up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God. (Luke
12:16−21)

In the parable, one reason for God’s characterization of the rich man as a
fool may have been the man’s selfishness. In the King James Version of Luke
12:17−19, the rich man uses the first person singular pronouns I and my 11
times, revealing the man’s concern with self.27 Not only was he consumed by
selfishness, but the man also failed to recognize the source of his riches. In
no way did he acknowledge, as the Savior did, that it was “the ground” that
“brought forth plentifully” (v. 16), nor did he thank the Lord for creating the
earth in which his crops grew. Ultimately the man was condemned not for
the wise practice of storing temporal provisions, but for failing to prepare
spiritually for the future. Being “not rich toward God” (v. 21), the man was
eventually deprived not only of the treasure he had temporarily accumulated
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on earth, but also of “a treasure in the heavens that faileth not” (v. 33). His
choices in life left him impoverished in eternity.
President Thomas S. Monson recently taught: “Do material possessions
make us happy and grateful? Perhaps momentarily. However, those things
which provide deep and lasting happiness and gratitude are the things which
money cannot buy: our families, the gospel, good friends, our health, our
abilities, the love we receive from those around us.”28 One way we can apply
the teachings of Jesus Christ and his prophets is to remember that “what matters most is what lasts longest,” as Elder M. Russell Ballard taught, and to
prioritize our lives accordingly.29
The Savior continued the themes he addressed in the parable of the rich
fool as he instructed his disciples to trust in God for their temporal needs
(see Luke 12:22−34) and to prepare spiritually for the future—particularly
for his Second Coming (see Luke 12:35−59). He then shifted the focus of his
message from future judgments to present circumstances, saying, “I am come
to send fire on the earth; and what will I, if it be already kindled?” (Luke
12:49). What does it mean that he had already kindled the fire of judgment?
Evidently, Jesus was indicating that although the time of Final Judgment was
yet in the future, he was already sifting the hearts of men (see “fire” imagery in
Luke 3:4, 16–17; 9:54). His words were like a sword that grew sharper as his
teachings on discipleship intensified (see Hebrews 4:12).
Following his statement on judgment, Jesus Christ made a personal
remark that revealed not only his willingness but his eagerness to fulfill the
demanding mission his Father had given him. He declared, “But I have a baptism to be baptized with; and how am I straitened till it be accomplished!”
(Luke 12:50). In the Greek language in which Luke recorded this statement,
baptize means “to dip or immerse.”30 Having already received the ordinance
of baptism by water, the Savior here referred to another kind of baptism.
Through his coming suffering, he would descend below all things (see D&C
88:6; 122:8). At Gethsemane, his body would be covered in blood and sweat
(see Luke 22:44; D&C 19:18).
In direct contrast to the rich fool who hoarded the things of the world
prior to his unsuspected death, Jesus purposefully marched toward his death,
deliberately giving God all that he had and was—including his life and the
fullest measure of his will (see Luke 22:42; Mosiah 15:7). The Savior revealed
his extraordinary determination to undergo this baptism when he uttered,
“And how am I straitened till it be accomplished!” (Luke 12:50). The word
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straitened was translated from a Greek word meaning “distressed” or “hard
pressed.”31 Jesus Christ’s statement helps us understand that his atoning sacrifice was at the forefront of his mind and that he would not be deterred from
completing it. By word and deed, the Savior again taught his followers to
submit to the demands of discipleship. We can choose to follow his example
by making the Father’s will our greatest priority.
Jesus Christ Responds to the Threat of Death from Herod

Luke provides another overt contextual reminder in Luke 13:22 as he continues to narrate the Savior’s teachings and actions: “And he went through the
cities and villages, teaching, and journeying toward Jerusalem.” While Jesus
was making his way to the holy city, some Pharisees approached the Lord
and warned him, “Get thee out, and depart hence: for Herod will kill thee”
(Luke 13:31). Our understanding of the gravity of this threat is heightened
as we remember that Herod Antipas had already beheaded John the Baptist
(see Luke 9:9). Yet Jesus was unfazed by this threat of violence. He responded,
“Go ye, and tell that fox, Behold, I cast out devils, and I do cures to day and
to morrow, and the third day I shall be perfected” (Luke 13:32). The phrase
“that fox” is “a term of contempt” that shows Jesus’ utter lack of fear toward
men.32 But the thrust of Jesus’ reply had little to do with the threat from
Herod Antipas. Instead the Savior focused on his divine mission, affirming
that he would continue to seize each opportunity to teach, bless, and heal
others while he remained in mortality. He would spend his last days—like all
his days before—serving others.
Jesus next declared, “I must walk to day, and to morrow, and the day following: for it cannot be that a prophet perish out of Jerusalem” (Luke 13:33).
This statement further emphasizes the Savior’s determination to continue his
walk until the time for his death had come. Rather than fretting over future
events, Jesus demonstrated perfect trust in the timetable Heavenly Father
had set for his life. Present-day disciples of Christ—including youth and
young adults grappling with important decisions regarding missions, schooling, employment, dating, and marriage—can follow the Savior’s example by
applying Elder Neal A. Maxwell’s counsel: “Let us learn to say not only, ‘Thy
will be done,’ but patiently also, ‘Thy timing be done.’”33 By choosing to follow Jesus Christ, we can similarly live each day with confidence that Heavenly
Father’s wisdom will govern the timing of events in our lives.
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Jesus Christ Teaches While Dining at the House of a Pharisee

On the way to Jerusalem, the Savior accepted an invitation to dine on the
Sabbath at “the house of one of the chief Pharisees” (Luke 14:1). While there,
he noticed that the other guests “chose out the chief rooms” (Luke 14:7), or
places of honor. According to custom, the most honored guests were seated
closest to the head of the table. The Savior utilized this setting to teach “a parable” (Luke 14:7) that conveyed an eternal principle about the relationship
between humility and exaltation:
When thou art bidden of any man to a wedding, sit not down in the highest room;
lest a more honourable man than thou be bidden of him;
And he that bade thee and him come and say to thee, Give this man place; and
thou begin with shame to take the lowest room.
But when thou art bidden, go and sit down in the lowest room; that when he
that bade thee cometh, he may say unto thee, Friend, go up higher: then shalt thou
have worship in the presence of them that sit at meat with thee.
For whosever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself
shall be exalted. (Luke 14:8−11)

This parable illustrates the idea that “real honor will come not from one’s
self-seeking choices, but from what is bestowed on one by another.”34 The
setting in which Jesus Christ taught this truth powerfully reinforced its message. As we remember that Jesus was in the home of one of the chief Pharisees
and that his parable was a thinly veiled rebuke of the petty actions of the
Pharisee’s distinguished guests, it becomes increasingly apparent that Jesus
was not interested in the honor that comes from men. Indeed, his words
likely aroused their disdain rather than their affection. But Jesus’ message
sprang from his own character. In contrast to the other guests, Jesus sought
only the honor of God, and he did so with profound humility. One student
of the Savior’s life offered this depiction of his selfless nature:
Of the humility which consists in self-forgetfulness He was the perfect pattern.
We cannot say that He thought little of Himself, but we may say that He thought
not of Himself at all: He thought only of the Father’s glory and of man’s good.
Considerations of personal aggrandizement had no place among His motives. He
shrank with Holy abhorrence from all who were influenced by such considerations;
no character appearing so utterly detestable in His eye as that of the Pharisee, whose
religion was a theatrical exhibition, always presupposing the presence of spectators,
and who loved the uppermost rooms at feasts and the chief seats in the synagogues,
and to be called of men Rabbi, Rabbi. For Himself He neither desired nor received
honor from men. He came not to be ministered unto, but to minister: He, the greatest, humbled Himself to be the least—to be a child born in a stable and laid in a
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manger; to be a man of sorrow, lightly esteemed by the world; yea, to be nailed to a
cross. By such wondrous self-humiliation He showed His divine greatness.35

The Savior continued to show his disregard for the honors of men during the feast as he next addressed the host (see Luke 14:12). Witnessing the
privileged social status of the other guests, Jesus counseled this Pharisee to
invite a different sort to eat at his table, including “the poor, the maimed, the
lame, the blind” (Luke 14:13)—in sum, the kind of people who could not
repay him. Then he would receive a reward “at the resurrection of the just”
(Luke 14:14). Censuring the host’s pride and exposing the pretentiousness of
his motives, this bold instruction was similar to that which Jesus had given
the other guests. We can follow the example and teachings Jesus Christ set
forth in the home of the Pharisee by choosing to care more for the honor
of God than for the honors of men. One way we might do this is to seek
out and care for those who may be considered less popular, less accepted, or
less important—just as Jesus did throughout his ministry (see Luke 4:16−19;
7:36−50; 15:1−2).
Jesus Christ carried on his mealtime instruction as he subsequently delivered the parable of the great supper. In the story, all who were initially invited
to the supper “began to make excuse” (Luke 14:18) and declined to attend.
The excuses given would have been considered insulting to the host in the
parable, who symbolized the Lord. The first man claimed he needed to examine some land he had purchased but had never seen. The second claimed he
needed to prove five teams of oxen he had purchased but had not tested. The
third man stated, “I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come” (Luke
14:20). While this final excuse seems more legitimate than the others (see
Deuteronomy 24:5), it foreshadowed the Savior’s teaching in Luke 14:26 that
even one’s spouse should not take priority over the Lord.
When we remember that the great supper in this parable represents the
fulness of the blessings of the gospel that God offers to all of his children, it
becomes clear that any excuse that may prevent us from partaking of those
blessings withers in importance. Elder F. Melvin Hammond of the Seventy
explained how this parable relates to the Lord’s disciples today: “We often
must make significant changes in our lives in order to attend the feast at the
table of the Lord. Too many of us put those changes off, thinking there is no
urgency. Perhaps this parable could be called the ‘don’t bother me now, Lord’
parable. We try to excuse ourselves in various ways.”36
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The parable of the great supper is also instructive concerning the role of
agency in relation to our salvation, as a commentator explained: “The two
essential points in His teaching are that no man can enter the Kingdom without the invitation of God, and that no man can remain outside it but by his
own deliberate choice. Man cannot save himself; but he can damn himself.”37
While the Savior’s teachings during the meal at the home of the Pharisee were
not directly addressed to those who identified themselves as his disciples (see
Luke 14:1), they highlight important ideas concerning choice and sacrifice
that Jesus Christ later reinforced as he spoke to his followers.
Jesus Christ Directs His Followers to Meet the Demands of
Discipleship

Transitioning from the mealtime setting at the house of a Pharisee, Luke gives
us the following statement to provide context for the Savior’s teachings that
follow: “And there went great multitudes with him” (Luke 14:25). This statement helps us understand the Savior’s audience and indicates he was again en
route to Jerusalem. Turning to the crowd, Jesus declared: “If any man come to
me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren,
and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26).
The term “hate not” in Luke 14:26 is translated from a word that can also
convey the sense of “love less” (compare Matthew 10:37).38
Thus, Jesus informed those who followed him that they must be willing
“to put parents, family, relatives, even one’s own life, in subordination to discipleship.”39 The Savior then attached a powerful visual image to this idea as
he proclaimed, “And whosoever doth not bear his cross, and come after me,
cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:27). While today we often think of bearing
one’s cross as a metaphor signifying the “troubles that come on those who
earnestly endeavor to live as Jesus lived in this world,”40 the multitude had
good reason to interpret the statement literally. “A criminal carrying his cross
on the way to execution must have been a familiar sight to many of Jesus’
hearers,”41 and some in the multitude would actually conclude their lives as
martyrs.
Having informed his followers of the requirements of discipleship, Jesus
next prompted them to carefully determine their willingness to continue
with him. The Joseph Smith Translation of Luke 14:27 adds this instruction from the Savior: “Wherefore, settle this in your hearts, that ye will do
the things which I shall teach, and command you” (Luke 14:27, footnote b).
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Elder Larry W. Gibbons of the Seventy commented on these powerful words:
“I love that phrase ‘settle this.’ Brothers and sisters, I pray that we are ‘settled.’
There are precious blessings that come only from the complete yielding of
one’s heart to God.”42 Elder Gibbons then suggested an application of this
verse that is particularly relevant for youth and young adults: “What a great
thing it is to decide once and for all early in life what you will do and what you
will not do with regards to honesty, modesty, chastity, the Word of Wisdom,
and temple marriage. . . . Living the commandments will bring you the happiness that too many look for in other places.”43
Continuing his teaching to the multitude, Jesus Christ gave two analogies to illustrate the need for his followers to recognize the sacrifices they
must be willing to make to persist as his disciples. The Savior began:
For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth
the cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it?
Lest haply, after he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to finish it, all that
behold it begin to mock him,
Saying, This man began to build, and was not able to finish. (Luke 14:28–30)

While we often focus on the concept of “counting the cost” in this analogy, the Savior’s emphasis was not just on anticipating the requirements but
also on meeting them. In fact, the word finish appears three times in the analogy. Jesus then proceeded to give his next analogy:
What king, going to make war against another king, sitteth not down first, and
consulteth whether he be able with ten thousand to meet him that cometh against
him with twenty thousand?
Or else, while the other is yet a great way off, he sendeth an ambassage, and
desireth conditions of peace. (Luke 14:31–32)

This illustration, like the first one, demonstrates the wisdom of considering the outcome of a decision before committing to action. Through these
analogies, the Savior invited his hearers to use their powers of reason to make
a deliberate choice. He prompted them to put forethought into their decision to follow him. He did not seek to sugarcoat the hard realities they would
encounter if they continued as his disciples. In fact, after giving the two analogies, Jesus again advised the multitude as to the nature of sacrifice inherent in
their decision: “Whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath,
he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). The sequence of the Savior’s teachings in Luke 14:25−33 makes it clear that discipleship is not a casual choice to
be made lightly. It may cost people their closest relationships, their lives, and
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all that they have. But such is the choice one must make in order to follow
Jesus Christ.
President Gordon B. Hinckley recalled the experience of a young man
he knew in London who counted the cost required not only to enlist but to
endure as a disciple of Jesus Christ:
I remember his coming to our apartment through the rain of the night. He knocked
at the door, and I invited him in.
He said, “I’ve got to talk with someone. I’m all alone. I’m undone.”
And I said, “What’s your problem?”
And he said, “When I joined the Church a little less than a year ago, my father
told me to get out of his home and never come back. And I’ve never been back.”
He continued, “A few months later the cricket club of which I was a member
read me off its list, barring me from membership with the boys with whom I had
grown up and with whom I had been so close and friendly.”
Then he said, “Last month my boss fired me because I was a member of this
church, and I have been unable to get another job and I have had to go on the dole.
“And last night the girl with whom I have gone for a year and a half said she
would never marry me because I’m a Mormon.”
I said, “If this has cost you so much, why don’t you leave the Church and go
back to your father’s home and to your cricket club and to the job that meant so
much to you and to the girl you think you love?”
He said nothing for what seemed to be a long time. Then, putting his head
down in his hands, he sobbed and sobbed. Finally, he looked up through his tears
and said, “I couldn’t do that. I know this is true, and if it were to cost me my life, I
could never give it up.”
He picked up his wet cap and walked to the door and out into the rain, alone
and trembling and fearful, but resolute.44

Conclusion

Jesus Christ “stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51) and taught
his followers a host of lessons on discipleship along the way. At the outset of
the journey, he tutored three men concerning the sacrifices that discipleship
would entail in their lives. In Samaria and later while teaching the parable of
the good Samaritan, he highlighted the virtues of patience and love. In the
private setting of Martha’s home and in public before a multitude of listeners,
the Savior provided instruction on priorities and selflessness. In response to
the threat from Herod, Jesus demonstrated courage, altruism, and faith in the
Father’s timing. While dining with Pharisees, he displayed and encouraged
humility and warned against any excuse that might obstruct complete discipleship. Finally, Jesus directed his followers to make a conscious decision to
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finish the journey of discipleship they had begun. As we study these teachings
in context of the Savior’s journey to Jerusalem, we can better appreciate how
Jesus Christ reinforced his teachings on discipleship “with the eloquence of
his example,”45 and we can draw strength to “go, and do . . . likewise” (Luke
10:37).
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In reading Paul and James it may seem like they contradict each other on faith versus works and what saves us.
We come to understand that they actually profess the same thing.

Paul and James
on Faith and Works
m a r k d . e lli s o n

Mark D. Ellison (EllisonMD@ldschurch.org) is a writer for Curriculum Services, Seminaries
and Institutes, Salt Lake City Central Office.

An Apparent Problem

S

tudents of the New Testament will confront an apparent contradiction
between the teachings of Paul and James on the subject of faith and works.
Perhaps it is best represented in the following passages.1 In his epistle to the
Galatians, Paul wrote:
Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus
Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith
of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh
be justified. . . .
Even as Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.
Know ye therefore that they which are of faith, the same are the children of
Abraham. (Galatians 2:16; 3:6–7)

Paul made very similar statements in his epistle to the Romans (see
Romans 3:28; 4:1–3). James, however, stated:
But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?
Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his
son upon the altar? . . .
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And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was
imputed unto him for righteousness. . . .
Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only. ( James
2:20–21, 23–24)

Without yet defining their terms, we notice that in these passages, both
Paul and James used the terms faith, works, and justified.2 Both Paul and James
appealed to Abraham as an example of one who was justified. Both quoted
from the same scripture, Genesis 15:6, which says that Abraham “believed in
the Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness [or justification].”3 But
Paul said that justification comes “by the faith of Christ, and not by the works
of the law” (Galatians 2:16) while James said that “by works a man is justified,
and not by faith only” ( James 2:24).
Over the course of Christian history, some individuals, having seen
no way that both Paul and James could be right, have concluded that they
disagreed with each other. Theological disputes have persisted between
Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox Christians over the question of whether
man is justified by faith or works, pitting Paul and James against each other
in the process.4
We who teach in the Church have often responded by expounding a balanced view of the roles of faith and works in salvation, appealing to a broad
spectrum of scriptural teaching and prophetic commentary but without adequately clarifying the specific passages that seem to contradict each other.5
Though this approach does help our students understand and appreciate
correct doctrine, it can leave them confused still about what Paul and James
meant and why they wrote what they did.
If we simply explain doctrine without clarifying these passages, we miss
an opportunity to help our students connect with the scriptures and develop
greater confidence in them. Our students might find these passages troubling.
How is it that two Apostles6 of the Lord Jesus Christ could apparently disagree so completely about a doctrine as fundamental as how people may be
justified?
The Actual Problem

My purpose in this paper is to deal with these problematic verses while
avoiding the historical errors of pitting James against Paul or simplistically
dichotomizing faith and works. I hope instead to demonstrate that those
ways of characterizing the problem are without foundation, scripturally or
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doctrinally. Though there certainly were disputes among the Savior’s early
disciples (see Galatians 2:11–14; 3 John 1:9–10; D&C 64:8), in this case the
scriptural record supports another explanation for the seeming disagreement
between James and Paul. That “disagreement” exists primarily because some
have failed to read the scriptures in context. As we come to understand what
these passages by Paul and James actually mean in context, we see that the
supposed contradiction between them is no contradiction after all. These two
Apostles in fact taught a harmonious view of the gospel of Jesus Christ, albeit
to different audiences with different circumstances.
Much of the difficulty in understanding Paul and James stems from asking the wrong questions. The Prophet Joseph Smith said, “If we start right,
it is easy to go right all the time; but if we start wrong we may go wrong,
and it will be a hard matter to get right.”7 This principle can apply to understanding the scriptures. We start right by approaching the scriptures with
the right questions.8 When it comes to understanding Paul and James, the
question is not “Which one was right—Paul or James?” or “Which one saves
us—faith or works?” These questions are wrong from the start because they
contain flawed assumptions. Perhaps more productive questions would be
“What circumstances might have led both Paul and James to write about faith
and works, using the example of Abraham and appealing to Genesis 15:6?,”
“What exactly did Paul and James mean by the terms faith and works?,” and
“How does understanding these terms in context clarify the doctrines Paul
and James taught?”
We cannot safely assume that just because a term has a certain meaning in
one place in the scriptures, it necessarily carries that exact same meaning every
other place it appears. For example, the Bible Dictionary informs us that in
the New Testament, the word Apostle sometimes refers to the twelve men
Jesus chose and ordained during his mortal ministry, but it also applies to others like Paul, James, and Barnabas: “The New Testament does not inform us
whether these three brethren also served in the council of the Twelve as vacancies occurred therein, or whether they were apostles strictly in the sense of
being special witnesses for the Lord Jesus Christ” (Bible Dictionary, “Apostle,”
612). Similarly, in Doctrine and Covenants 25, the Lord told Emma Smith
that she would be “ordained” under the hand of Joseph Smith (D&C 25:7).
A footnote explains that in this instance, “ordained” simply means “set apart”
(v. 7, footnote a), not having the authority of a priesthood office bestowed.
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Terms like Apostle and ordain, like faith and works, can have more than
one meaning or application. Therefore, we should ask, “When Paul spoke of
faith and works, what exactly did he mean?” and “When James used those
terms, what did he mean?” When we explore these questions, we find that
Paul and James did indeed use the terms faith and works in different ways and
in different settings. Recognizing this resolves much of the apparent discrepancy between them.
Understanding Paul’s Use of Faith and Works in Galatians

Paul wrote to the Galatians in response to a doctrinal and ecclesiastical controversy created by Judaizers—Jewish-Christians who were teaching Gentile
members of the Church the false doctrine that in order to be saved, they must
be circumcised and observe the ritual requirements of the law of Moses.9
The book of Acts refers to similar teachers, providing helpful historical
background about what apparently was not an isolated controversy. Prior
to the events recorded in Acts 10, probably most, if not all, members of the
Church were Jewish. Either they were Jews by birth, or they were proselytes—
Gentiles who had converted to Judaism by being circumcised and committing
to live the law of Moses.10 But in Acts 10, Peter, the senior Apostle, received
a revelation that Gentiles who had faith in God and followed his teachings
were “accepted with him” (Acts 10:35) and were to be received into the
Church by baptism, without first having to convert to Judaism by undergoing
the rite of circumcision (see Acts 10:43–48). Peter then taught and baptized
Cornelius, “probably the first gentile to come into the Church not having previously become a proselyte to Judaism” (Bible Dictionary, “Cornelius,” 650).
Following these events, a controversy caused by Judaizers arises in Acts 15:
And certain men which came down [to Syrian Antioch] from Judaea taught the
brethren, and said, Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot
be saved. When therefore Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and disputation with them, they determined that Paul and Barnabas, and certain other of
them, should go up to Jerusalem unto the apostles and elders about this question.
(Acts 15:1–2)

The council of Apostles and elders that met in Jerusalem rejected the
teaching of the Judaizers and affirmed that Gentile members of the Church
did not need to be circumcised or observe other rituals of the law of Moses
(see Acts 15:24–29). The Apostles and elders did call upon Gentile Saints
to live moral teachings of the law, specifically to avoid idolatry and sexual
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sin (see Acts 15:28–29). They also counseled Gentile Saints to observe some
kosher dietary restrictions, apparently not as a requirement for salvation but
to avoid offending the Jewish communities where they lived and thus potentially hindering missionary work in those communities.11
Whether Paul wrote his epistle to the Galatians shortly before or sometime after this council in Jerusalem is a question that is still debated.12 In
either case, the account in Acts attests to the disputes that were occurring in
the mid-first century over the question of how Gentile converts were to be
received into the Church and what their obligation was to the law of Moses.
This is the very problem that Paul addressed in Galatians.
In Galatia, Paul had preached the gospel, established branches of the
Church, and then departed to spread the gospel in other locations.13 Sometime
later, he received word that the Saints in Galatia were quickly beginning to
embrace a different gospel message taught by people who were perverting the
gospel of Christ (see Galatians 1:6–7). From the content of the epistle, it is
clear that this “other gospel” (v. 8) was the teaching of Judaizers like the people described in Acts 15 (see Galatians 5:1–8; 6:12–15). “They constrain you
to be circumcised,” Paul wrote (Galatians 6:12). They had also convinced the
Galatians that they needed to observe the Jewish Sabbath, Jewish feasts, and
the Jewish calendar: “Ye observe days, and months, and times, and years,” Paul
noted, adding, “I am afraid [for] you, lest I have bestowed upon you labour in
vain.” Paul continued, “If ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing”
(Galatians 4:10–11; 5:2).14
Paul understood that in this crisis, the Galatian Saints were at risk of losing eternal blessings. Why was it so serious a matter for these Gentile converts
to be circumcised and start observing the law of Moses? Paul explained: “For
as many as are of the works of the law are under the curse: for it is written [in
Deuteronomy 27:26], Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things
which are written in the book of the law to do them” (Galatians 3:10; emphasis added). That is, when a person underwent circumcision and signaled his
intention to live by the law of Moses, he obligated himself to keep the entire
law—all its rituals, all its prescribed sacrifices, all its dietary regulations, all
248 commandments and 365 prohibitions given in the Torah and taught by
the rabbis.15
Failure to keep just one commandment was failure to keep the whole law
(see Galatians 5:3), and no one successfully kept them all: “That no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith,”
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Paul wrote (Galatians 3:11). By the strict teaching of the law itself, everyone
was accursed: “The scripture hath concluded all under sin” (Galatians 3:22;
see also Romans 3:9–20, 23). Therefore, for Gentile Christians, choosing to
be circumcised amounted to deliberately placing oneself “under the curse”
(Galatians 3:10) or “under sin” (Galatians 3:22).
Paul taught that the way God had provided for people to become free
from the curse of sin was through the Atonement of Jesus Christ: “Christ
hath redeemed us from the curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for
it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree: that the blessing of
Abraham might come on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ; that we might
receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (Galatians 3:13–14; see also
2 Corinthians 5:21). The Atonement of Christ was central in Paul’s thinking.
He argued that Gentile Christians who were choosing to be circumcised were
in effect saying that Christ’s suffering had no saving effect: “For if righteousness come by the law, then Christ is dead in vain” (Galatians 2:21). Essentially,
the law was given to lead to Christ (see Galatians 3:24–25) and not vice versa.
Righteousness, or justification—being “pardoned from punishment for sin
and declared guiltless”16—came not by the law, but by Christ.
It was in this context that Paul wrote to the Galatians about faith and
works. His main point is found in Galatians 2:16 (the passage cited above
that appears to be contradicted by James). Notice that in this verse, Paul used
the term works three times, but never once by itself. Each time it was part
of the phrase “the works of the law” [ergōn nomou]: “A man is not justified
by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, . . . we have believed
in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not
by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified”
(Galatians 2:16; emphasis added). Throughout Paul’s discussion of faith and
works in Galatians, every time he used the term works [ergōn], he consistently
used it as a part of the phrase “the works of the law.”17
In this context, it is evident that Paul used the term works with particular
reference to circumcision and the other distinctively Jewish observances of
the Mosaic law, such as the Sabbath and feasts held at specific times during
the calendar year. The Judaizers were teaching Gentile Saints that to be saved
they essentially had to become Jewish and do Jewish works—the rituals of the
law of Moses. The Judaizers probably emphasized circumcision because it was
the rite by which one entered the old covenant and committed oneself to the
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obligations of the law of Moses; for this reason, the term circumcision became
an abbreviated way of referring to all the requirements of the law.18
With this understanding, we can appreciate why Paul bolstered his argument by referring to Abraham. For Paul, Abraham was an ideal case study,
the quintessential role model of one who was justified by faith and not by
the works of the law of Moses.19 First, Paul observed that scripture itself,
in Genesis 15:6, said that God imputed righteousness (or justification) to
Abraham based on his faith: “Abraham believed [episteusen, “had faith in”]
God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness” (Galatians 3:6; emphasis
added). Moreover, Paul pointed out, Abraham lived more than four centuries before Moses. Since he was declared righteous by God before the law
of Moses even existed, justification could not be said to come by the law of
Moses: “Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. . . . And this
I say, that the covenant, that was confirmed before of God in Christ, the law,
which was four hundred and thirty years after, cannot disannul, that it should
make the promise of none effect” (Galatians 3:16–17).20
Since Jews and believing Gentiles revered Abraham as the “father” of the
faithful (see Romans 4:11, 16), Paul’s demonstration that Abraham himself
was justified by faith and not by the law of Moses was a persuasive argument
against the Judaizers. Paul reasoned: “Know ye therefore that they which
are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham” (Galatians 3:7)—that
is, Gentile converts who were embracing the gospel of Jesus Christ by faith
were being justified in the same way Abraham was and were to be considered
among the covenant people. “And the scripture, foreseeing that God would
justify the heathen [ta ethnē, “the Gentiles”] through faith, preached before
the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations [ethnē, “Gentiles”]
be blessed. So then they which be of faith are blessed with faithful Abraham”
(Galatians 3:8–9).
Paul anticipated that his readers would wonder, “If Abraham could be
justified without the law of Moses, why did God ever give the law?” Paul
wrote:
Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added because of transgressions, till the
seed should come to whom the promise was made. . . . Wherefore the law was our
schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith. But after
that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster (Galatians 3:19, 24–25).
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Paul was urging the Galatian Saints to abide in the new covenant, the
gospel covenant, rather than regress to the terms of the old covenant under
the Mosaic law.21
We can see that in this context, when Paul taught that men are not justified by works, he was not referring to “works” generally as efforts to obey God,
good deeds of charity, or striving to live the gospel. Paul was not teaching
that human efforts are unimportant in the process of salvation. This confusion sometimes arises because of later contexts (particularly Ephesians 2:8–9)
in which Paul does appear to have used the term works more generally. But
those passages use different terms in a different context and thus teach a different doctrine.22 Part of our responsibility as teachers is to help our students
avoid confusing the terms and contexts of different scripture passages. In the
specific context of Galatians, Paul used works to mean distinctively Jewish
practices of the law of Moses. (This is also true of Paul’s teachings in Romans
3:20–31.) He was teaching that the means of salvation that God had provided
for all people, Jew and Gentile, was ultimately not the law of Moses but the
Atonement of Jesus Christ. Salvation came through Christ; the law had been
given to lead Israel to Christ.
What, then, did Paul mean by faith in the statement that we are justified
“by the faith of Jesus Christ [dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou]” (Galatians 2:16)? 23
Since the Greek word translated faith (pistis) can mean both “faith” and
“faithfulness,” and the grammar of the Greek phrase is ambiguous, Paul’s statement can teach more than one truth. First, it teaches that we are justified by
our faith in Jesus Christ. This is seen in the logic of Galatians 2:16: “Knowing
that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus
Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ [eis Christon Iēsoun episteusamen,
“we have placed our faith in Jesus Christ”], that we might be justified by the
faith of Christ” (emphasis added).24
Second, Paul’s statement teaches that we are justified by the faithfulness of Jesus Christ—that is, by Jesus Christ’s own faithfulness in atoning for
our sins.25 This is seen in Paul’s testimony that it was the suffering and death
of Christ that made redemption from sin possible (see Romans 3:24–25;
5:10–11; Galatians 3:13). The ambiguous phrasing chosen by the King James
translators, “by the faith of Jesus Christ” (Galatians 2:16; emphasis added),
preserves both teachings—both our faith in Christ and his faithfulness in
atoning for us are essential elements of our salvation.
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In teaching about our faith in Christ, Paul did not use the word faith to
mean merely passive mental assent. The Greek words translated faith (pistis)
and to have faith or to believe (pisteuō) both have layers of meaning that imply
a deep level of belief resulting in personal commitment and action—connotations like trust, confidence, faithfulness, and obedience.26 Thus, Paul spoke of
“faith which worketh” (Galatians 5:6). Elsewhere, he wrote of “obedience to
the faith” (Romans 1:5) or “the obedience that comes from faith,”27 “obey[ing]
the gospel” (Romans 10:16), “bringing into captivity every thought to the
obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5), and even “obedience unto righteousness [dikaiosunēn, or “justification”]” (Romans 6:16). For Paul, placing
faith in Jesus Christ naturally involved repenting, being baptized in Christ’s
name, receiving the Holy Ghost, and striving to live the Savior’s teachings
(see Acts 16:30–33; 19:1–6; Romans 6:1–11; 1 Corinthians 6:9–11).
As Paul reminded the Galatian Saints, their faith was inseparably connected to their baptism: “Ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ
Jesus. For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ”
(Galatians 3:26–27). For that reason, they were not to regard a life of faith as
license to sin or “an occasion to the flesh” (Galatians 5:13), but they were to
“walk in the Spirit” and thus “not fulfil the lust of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16;
see also vv. 17–25).
Nevertheless, Paul did not classify baptism or obedience to the gospel as
works, because, as we have seen in this context, works meant works of the law
of Moses—distinctively Jewish rituals—not general efforts to live the gospel.
Paul saw baptism and obedience to the gospel as outgrowths of faith in Jesus
Christ. For Paul, faith meant a wholehearted acceptance of salvation through
the Atonement of Christ; to place faith in Christ was to commit oneself into
his care with a trust that naturally manifested itself in actions such as repentance, baptism, and striving to live by the Spirit.
Just as circumcision was an abbreviated way of referring to the entire law
of Moses, Paul’s use of faith in Christ, as the first principle of the gospel, seems
to function as an abbreviated way of referring to living the principles and
ordinances of the gospel of Jesus Christ. At least, living those principles and
ordinances was implied by Paul’s use of the term faith. As Stephen E. Robinson
explained: “Paul clearly understands faith to be more than just believing. For
him faith still retains its Old Testament meaning of ‘faithfulness’ . . . or commitment to the gospel. . . . If we use Paul’s definition of faith as faithfulness
to the gospel covenant, then we find that Paul’s formula . . . is correct: Faith
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alone (commitment to the gospel) will justify us to God, even without living
the law of Moses.”28 What Paul taught the Galatians was essentially what we
proclaim in the third article of faith: “We believe that through the Atonement
of Christ”—not the performances of the law of Moses—“all mankind may be
saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.”
Avoiding Confusion with Paul’s Later Writings

As Paul later wrote to the Saints in Rome, he expanded upon many of the same
teachings that he had presented in Galatians (see Romans 1–8). In particular,
he again expounded the doctrine of justification by faith in Christ apart from
“the deeds [ergōn, “works”] of the law” (Romans 3:28).29 But further into the
epistle, Paul began referring simply to “works,” dropping the appellation “of
the law” that he had consistently used in Galatians (see Romans 4:2, 6; 9:11;
11:6). Perhaps in some of these instances, Paul was just being concise, using
“works” as a shorter way of referring to “works of the law.”30 However, he also
seems to have begun using the term works in a way that differs significantly
from his earlier, narrow focus on the rituals of the Mosaic law. Notice that in
each of these passages where Paul referred simply to works, he also referred to
grace: “For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but
not before God. For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and
it was counted unto him for righteousness. Now to him that worketh is the
reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt” (Romans 4:2–4; emphasis added).
“And if by grace, then is it no more of works: otherwise grace is no more grace.
But if it be of works, then is it no more grace: otherwise work is no more
work” (Romans 11:6).
Still later, Paul wrote the Epistle to the Ephesians,31 once more referring
to “works” and not “works of the law,” and again writing about “grace”: “For
by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of
God: not of works, lest any man should boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9; emphasis
added).
Briefly, two important characteristics of these passages need to be recognized. First, Paul was using different terms to make a different comparison,
juxtaposing “works” and “grace,” not “works of the law” and “faith in Christ.”
The difference in terminology and usage signals a difference in doctrinal teaching.32 While Paul’s teachings about faith and works of the law in Galatians and
Romans 3 dealt with the gospel of Christ (the new covenant) and the law
of Moses (the old covenant), Paul’s teachings about grace and works change
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the subject to that of God’s role compared with ours in the salvation process.
Works in this context does appear to refer more broadly to our acts of religious devotion in general. Paul’s statement in Ephesians that we are saved “by
grace” and “not of works” teaches the doctrine that ultimately, even our faithdriven efforts to live the gospel do not save us—it is Jesus Christ who saves
us.33 Christ’s Atonement, and all the saving blessings it brings, constitutes the
great manifestation of God’s grace toward us (see John 3:16; Romans 3:24;
5:6–11). Without it, we would be forever lost (see 2 Nephi 2:8–9; 9:7–9;
Alma 34:9; D&C 76:61, 69). On the basis of our works, we all fall short.
As Paul wrote to the Saints in Rome, “All have sinned, and come short of
the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). Therefore, he taught, if we are to be justified, it can only be “freely by [God’s] grace through the redemption that is in
Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:24).34 Paul taught the Saints in Philippi that even
our efforts to live our faith, to “work out [our] own salvation,” are possible
only because of grace, “for it is God which worketh in [us] both to will and to
do of his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12–13).35
Second, we should note that Paul’s contrast between works and grace
does not appear at all in Galatians (an early epistle), that it is used obliquely
in Romans (a somewhat later epistle), and finally that it forms the basis of a
clear, overt statement about salvation in Ephesians (a still later epistle). Paul’s
increasing emphasis on grace over time suggests that it was a doctrine that
grew increasingly important to him with reflection and life experience.36 The
doctrine of grace affected the way Paul came to view works in general. It deepened his appreciation for the Atonement of Christ. Thus, we cannot assume
that even Paul always meant the same thing by the terms he used. We all grow
over time in our understanding and appreciation of gospel principles, and
such “line upon line” growth is reflected in what we teach and write.
Misunderstandings and Misrepresentations of Paul’s Teachings

As we move from understanding Paul to understanding James, we first need
to consider how Paul’s teachings were received and reported, for that provides
valuable context for the Epistle of James. A number of details in the latter half
of the New Testament indicate that misunderstandings and misrepresentations of Paul’s teachings circulated among the early members of the Church.
The Second Epistle of Peter mentions this: “Our beloved brother Paul . . .
according to the wisdom given unto him hath written unto you; as also in all
his epistles, . . . in which are some things hard to be understood, which they
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that are unlearned and unstable wrest [streblousin, “distort, twist”], as they
do also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction” (2 Peter 3:15–16).
Passages in Romans in which Paul defended himself give us a glimpse at
some of the ways people were “wresting” his teachings. In Romans 3:8, Paul
mentioned that it was being “slanderously reported” that he and his missionary companions were teaching, “Let us do evil, that good may come.” This
appears to have been one of the attacks on Paul’s way of presenting the gospel.
Paul taught that God’s response to the problem of human sin was to offer
redemption through the Atonement of his Son (see Romans 1–3; Galatians
3:22). Since the Atonement was a good thing, and it came in response to a
bad thing (sin), Paul’s opponents mocked it by making it appear logically
ridiculous: If God responds to sin with goodness, then why not sin? “Let us
do evil, that good may come.” Paul bluntly expressed how he felt about those
who were so perversely misrepresenting his message: “[Their] damnation is
just” (Romans 3:8). Twice more in his epistle to the Romans, Paul refuted the
charge that he promoted or condoned sin (see Romans 6:1–2, 14–15).
Paul was also accused of teaching against the law of Moses, which if true
would have been regarded as a serious offense—blasphemy—for the law had
been given by God. But Paul took pains to clarify that the law was good. The
law was not responsible for human sin or the consequences of sin; the law
merely made human sins clear for all to recognize:
By the law is the knowledge of sin. . . .
What shall we say then? Is the law sin? God forbid. Nay, I had not known sin,
but by the law: for I had not known lust, except the law had said, Thou shalt not
covet. . . .
Wherefore the law is holy, and the commandment holy, and just, and good.
Was then that which is good made death unto me? God forbid. But sin, that it
might appear sin, work[ed] death in me by that which is good; that sin by the commandment might become exceeding sinful. (Romans 3:20; 7:7, 12–13)

Paul explained that the problem with the law was that while it clarified what sin was, it did not deal with the problem of human weakness or
impart spiritual life (see Romans 8:3; Galatians 3:21). For that, we needed
the Atonement of Christ.
Notwithstanding Paul’s insistence that he was not teaching against the
law, and that justification by faith did not condone sinful behavior, misrepresentation and hostility continued. When Paul returned to Jerusalem following
his third missionary journey, a riot broke out in the temple courts when Jews
from Asia Minor spotted Paul in the temple: “The Jews which were of Asia,
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when they saw him in the temple, stirred up all the people, and laid hands on
him, crying out, Men of Israel, help: This is the man, that teacheth all men
every where against the people, and the law, and this place” (Acts 21:27–28).
Understanding James’ Use of Faith and Works

The persistent misrepresentations of Paul’s teachings might help explain
why James wrote the passage quoted at the outset of this paper. It seems that
James wrote not to counter what Paul had taught or written, but more likely
to counter distortions of Paul’s teachings like the ones we can see were in circulation during the time Paul and James ministered as Apostles.
We know from the account in Acts 21 that after Paul’s third mission, he
met with James in Jerusalem. James and the elders of the Church told Paul
that the members of the Church in Jerusalem, who were “all zealous of the law,”
had heard that Paul had been teaching Jews “to forsake Moses” and “not to
circumcise their children, neither to walk after the customs” (Acts 21:20–21).
This, of course, was not true; Paul and the other Apostles taught that Gentile
members of the Church did not need to live the law of Moses.37 James and the
elders acknowledged this (see Acts 21:25) but asked Paul to go to the temple
and publicly undergo rites of purification (as observant Jews did after they
had traveled in Gentile countries), so that “all may know that those things,
whereof they were informed concerning thee, are nothing; but that thou thyself also walkest orderly, and keepest the law” (Acts 21:24).
To dispel the rumors, Paul went to the temple as requested—and that is
where the riot broke out and Paul was arrested (see Acts 21:26–36). We learn
some important facts from this account: James and his associates had indeed
heard misrepresentations of Paul’s teachings; James was interested in putting
those rumors to rest; James wanted to help Jews in Jerusalem see that Paul
was not the threat he was made out to be; and Paul was willing to cooperate
with James in this effort. Though many commentators have emphasized the
seeming disagreement between Paul and James, it is possible to see them as
mutually supportive, each ministering to different ethnic groups, and both
trying very hard to keep the Church together at this time of extraordinary
cross-cultural tensions. We do not know whether James wrote his epistle
before or after this meeting, but we can see at least that he was disposed to
alleviate misunderstandings about Paul’s teachings.38
If James wrote his epistle toward the end of his life (about AD 62), after
Paul had written Galatians and Romans (before AD 59), it is possible that
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he wrote in response to distortions of Paul’s written teachings. But even if
James wrote his epistle much earlier, we need to remember that Paul’s teachings would have been in circulation before he ever wrote Galatians and
Romans. The account of Paul’s first mission that we read in Acts shows that
even at that early date, Paul preached the same doctrine of justification by
faith that he would later expound and defend in his epistles: “Through this
man [ Jesus Christ] is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins: and by him
all that believe are justified from all things, from which ye could not be justified by the law of Moses” (Acts 13:38–39). Moreover, in Paul’s epistle to the
Romans, he stated that the gospel message he presented to them was the same
that he had already preached throughout his years of missionary labors from
Jerusalem to Illyricum (see Romans 1:15–17; 15:18–22).
Paul faced opposition from Jews nearly everywhere he preached (see Acts
13:45; 14:1–5, 19; 17:5–13; 18:5–6, 12; 19:8–9), and every year at least some
Jews from those locales would have traveled to Jerusalem for the feasts of
Passover, Pentecost, or Tabernacles (see Acts 2:1, 5–11), potentially bringing
with them news of Paul’s activities. Orally transmitted distortions of Paul’s
teachings could have come to James’ attention in Jerusalem from early on in
Paul’s ministry. Therefore, whether one postulates an early or late date for the
writing of James, it is possible that the epistle could have responded to reports
of Paul’s teachings.39
It does seem that James was responding to such accounts, judging from
phrases he used to introduce his discussion on faith and works: “What doth
it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works?
. . . Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works” ( James 2:14, 18;
emphasis added). These phrases suggest that James and his readers were
aware of people who were speaking in a simplistic way about faith absent
from works.40 The phrase “faith without works” (pistis chōris ergōn), found
twice in James ( James 2:20, 26), is also found in Paul’s epistle to the Romans:
“Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds
[pistei . . . chōris ergōn] of the law” (Romans 3:28). It is reasonable to suppose
that the phrase “faith without works” that Paul used in this verse was one
that he also used on occasion in his teaching which may have been repeated
and passed on by those who heard him. Over time, the phrase “faith without
works” could have become a catchphrase disconnected from the original context and meaning Paul had given it.41
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Certainly Paul’s meaning of faith and works in Galatians is not the same
as what we find in the Epistle of James. In James 2:14–26, James used faith in
two ways: (1) true faith, meaning belief that impels to action (similar to Paul’s
usage) and (2) a merely passive mental acquiescence resulting in no changes
in behavior, loyalty, or character.42 By works, James did not mean rituals of the
law of Moses, as Paul did in Galatians, but good deeds and actions consistent
with the belief one professes. We can see these usages at work throughout
these verses in James.
“What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and
have not works? can faith [hē pistis] save him?” ( James 2:14). The King James
Version does not translate the Greek article hē before the second use of “faith.”
The article renders the sense of the question “Can [that sort of ] faith save
him?”43 James was not making a blanket statement about faith in general; he
was making a statement specifically about a false representation of faith as
something passive, something that does not lead to any action.
This is the first of several places where James’ Greek employed an article
to differentiate true faith from nonresponsive assent. Another is seen in the
verses that immediately follow: “If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute
of daily food, and one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed
and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful
to the body; what doth it profit? Even so faith [hē pistis], if it hath not works,
is dead, being alone [or, Even so that kind of faith, which results in no action,
is dead]” ( James 2:15–17). Again, what James rejected as ineffective was not
true faith in Christ but only the shallow so-called faith that made no difference in one’s behavior. Here we also see that works, for James, means “actions
consistent with what one professes.” If you really want the hungry to be fed,
you do what you can to feed them.
“Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith
without thy works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works” ( James 2:18).
This verse is comprised of three statements: (1) The quotation “Thou hast
faith, and I have works,” which might be paraphrased, “One person has faith
and another has works,” is essentially claiming that faith and works are not
necessarily connected and that a person might conceivably have one without
the other.44 James refuted this claim with the next statement: (2) “Shew me
thy faith without thy works,” a challenge rhetorically pointing out an impossibility; it is not possible to show one’s faith except through one’s actions. Thus
James concluded: (3) “I will shew thee my faith by my works.”
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“Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also
believe, and tremble. But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith [hē pistis]
without works is dead?” ( James 2:19–20). This last sentence could alternately
be translated, “Know that that kind of faith that is without works is unproductive.”45 Here again, James was not teaching about faith in general but was
continuing to demonstrate the ineffectiveness of the so-called faith that is
nonresponsive. Even devils can have this kind of belief, acknowledging, for
example, that Jesus is the Christ, while refusing to give him their allegiance
(see Mark 1:24, 34; 3:11; 5:7).
James next turned, as Paul did, to the example of Abraham. Again, Paul’s
teachings about Abraham may well have been in circulation when James
wrote, whether that was before or after Paul wrote Galatians and Romans.
Since Paul’s preaching typically involved quoting from the scriptures of the
Old Testament (see Acts 17:2–3, 10–12; 28:23), it is reasonable to expect
that as he taught about justification by faith rather than by the law (see Acts
13:38–39), he appealed to some of the same scriptures he later quoted in his
epistles—including Genesis 15:6 and the example of Abraham. It is plausible, therefore, that James could have heard distorted versions of what Paul
had taught about Abraham and felt impelled to reassure his readers and correct doctrinal misunderstandings. We know that pious, law-abiding Jewish
Christians complained to James of rumors they heard about Paul’s teachings (see Acts 21:18–21). If at some point such complaints included the
charge that Paul’s converts spoke simplistically of “faith without works” and
defended themselves by invoking Genesis 15:6, James could hardly have clarified what true faith is more effectively than he did in James 2:21–24: “Was
not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son
upon the altar? Seest thou how faith wrought with [sunērgei, “worked with”]
his works, and by works was faith made perfect [eteleiōthē, “made complete”]?
And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it
was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God.
Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.”
The driving question in James’ teaching here was not “How are we saved?”
but “What is true, complete faith?” James answered that such faith is shown
in our actions, and cannot be isolated from actions (“faith only”). Paul would
have agreed, for, as we have seen, Paul did not conceive of faith without
obedience. Thus James did not oppose Paul; he opposed only the false idea
that faith was passive. Paul would not have disagreed. Paul had taught that
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God offered salvation through the Atonement of Christ, and thus the way
we receive the blessings of the Atonement is by faith in Christ—faith that
leads us to enter the new covenant and live the gospel. James would not have
disagreed.
As President Joseph Fielding Smith stated about Paul and James, “There
is no conflict in the doctrines of these two men.”46 The Mormon position, as
Truman G. Madsen stated, is “a repossession of a New Testament understanding that reconciles Paul and James.”47
Both Paul and James taught faith in Jesus Christ and lived by that faith.
Both knew that true faith in Christ transforms us, for both had experienced
personal transformation arising from their faith. James had initially disbelieved that his brother Jesus was the Christ, and Paul had initially persecuted
the Church (see Mark 3:21; John 7:5; Acts 9:1–2; Galatians 1:13). Both
had their own sacred experiences coming to know the risen Lord (see Acts
9:1–22; 1 Corinthians 15:7). And crowning their faithful service as Apostles,
both, within a few years of each other, gave their lives as martyrs,48 sealing
their testimonies with their blood, and showing by their deeds their faith in
Jesus Christ.
Notes
1. For the general form in which this problem is cast, I am indebted to presentation
of the subject in Bart D. Ehrman, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early
Christian Writings (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 316–17. Though I find
Ehrman’s way of presenting the problem useful, I disagree with him on numerous points of
analysis and interpretation, as I will note in references to follow. My approach to this subject
is also somewhat similar to that of Stephen E. Robinson (see Following Christ: The Parable
of the Divers and More Good News [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1995], 82–85) and of
Brian M. Hauglid (see “The Epistle of James: Anti-Pauline Rhetoric or a New Emphasis?”
in The Life and Teachings of the New Testament Apostles, ed. Richard Neitzel Holzapfel and
Thomas A. Wayment [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2010], 157–70). I agree with Robinson
and Hauglid generally that Paul and James harmonize in doctrine while differing in semantics,
audience, and historical setting, but the scope of this paper has permitted a more in-depth,
contextual look at these issues.
2. Topical Guide, “Justification, Justify,” 265. However, Richard Neitzel Holzapfel,
Eric D. Huntsman, and Thomas A. Wayment maintain that “James does not discuss the technical subject of justification—restoring a sinner to good standing before God—as does Paul.”
Jesus Christ and the World of the New Testament (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2006), 271.
What James meant by the terms dikaiosunē (righteousness, justification) and dikaioō (justify)
in James 2:21, 23–24 is a much-debated subject. Although the dating of James’ epistle in
relation to Paul’s letters is not known, I would suggest that James at least wrote in response
to oral reports of Paul’s teachings (if not his writings). James’ use of the terms, whatever he
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meant by them, is important to acknowledge, for it lends support to the idea that he wrote
in response to Paul’s teachings, in which justification figures prominently. Perhaps it would
be more accurate to say that James’ intent in James 2:14–26 was not to answer the question
“How are we justified?” but to answer the question “What is true faith?”
3. The King James Version of Galatians 3:6 and James 2:23 uses the word righteousness
to translate the Greek dikaiosunēn (justification) found in the Greek Septuagint version of
Genesis 15:6 quoted by both Paul and James.
4. The classic example is Martin Luther, who in the preface to his 1522 edition of the
Bible wrote of the epistle of James: “It is flatly against St. Paul and all the rest of Scripture
in ascribing justification to works. It says that Abraham was justified by his works when he
offered his son Isaac; though in Romans 4 St. Paul teaches to the contrary that Abraham
was justified apart from works, by his faith alone, before he had offered his son, and proves
it by Moses in Genesis 15. Now although this epistle might be helped and an interpretation
devised for this justification by works, it cannot be defended in its application to works of
Moses’ statement in Genesis 15. For Moses is speaking here only of Abraham’s faith, and
not of his works, as St. Paul demonstrates in Romans 4. This fault, therefore, proves that this
epistle is not the work of any apostle. . . . [Its author] wanted to guard against those who
relied on faith without works, but was unequal to the task in spirit, thought, and words. He
mangles the Scriptures and thereby opposes Paul and all Scripture.” “Luther’s Treatment of
the ‘Disputed Books’ of the New Testament,” Bible Research: Internet Resources for Students
of Scripture website, http://www.bible-researcher.com/antilegomena.html.
5. For example, see E. Richard Packham, “My Maturing Views of Grace,” Ensign, August
2005, 22–25; David Rolph Seely and Jo Ann H. Seely, “Paul: Untiring Witness of Christ,”
Ensign, August 1999, 28; Robert E. Parsons, “I Have a Question,” Ensign, July 1989, 59–61;
Daniel C. Peterson and Stephen D. Ricks, “Comparing LDS Beliefs with First-Century
Christianity,” Ensign, March 1988, 7; Jack Weyland, “I Have a Question,” Ensign, January
1985, 43–45; Gerald N. Lund, “Salvation: By Grace or by Works?,” Ensign, April 1981,
16–23.
6. The author of the Epistle of James was probably James, the Lord’s brother, a son
of Mary and Joseph, not James the son of Zebedee and brother of John. Though James the
brother of the Lord was not one of the original Twelve, Paul implied that he later became
an Apostle (as James the son of Zebedee had been) when he mentioned meeting him and
Peter during a visit to Jerusalem: “But other of the apostles saw I none, save James the Lord’s
brother” (Galatians 1:19; see also 1 Corinthians 9:5). Paul stated that this James, Cephas
(Peter), and John were “pillars” in the Church at Jerusalem (Galatians 2:9). The second
century AD Christian writer Papias referred to James as “James the bishop and apostle.”
Fragment X, in Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, eds., Ante-Nicene Fathers: The
Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325, vol. 1, The Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Iranaeus
(1885; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995), 155.
7. History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, ed. B. H. Roberts, 2nd ed.
rev. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1980), 6:303.
8. The Prophet Joseph Smith stated: “I have a key by which I understand the scriptures.
I enquire, what was the question which drew out the answer, or caused Jesus to utter the
parable? . . . To ascertain its meaning, we must dig up the root and ascertain what it was that
drew the saying out.” History of the Church, 5:261.
Professor Krister Stendahl helped revolutionize the world of Pauline scholarship with
his assessment that traditional Christian interpretation of Paul had taken his writings out
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of context by approaching them with the wrong questions: “We tend to read him as if his
question was: On what grounds, on what terms, are we to be saved? . . . But Paul was chiefly
concerned about the relation between Jews and Gentiles—and in the development of this
concern he used as one of his arguments the idea of justification by faith. . . . If we read Paul’s
answer to the question of how Gentiles become heirs to God’s promises to Israel as if he were
responding to Luther’s pangs of conscience, it becomes obvious that we are taking the Pauline
answer out of its original context.” Paul among Jews and Gentiles (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1976), 3.
9. The term “Judaizers” comes from a Greek word used by Paul when he took issue with
Peter for implicitly compelling Gentile Saints “to live as do the Jews [Ioudaizein]” (Galatians
2:14). For more information, see The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism, ed. John J.
Collins and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), “Judaizing,”
847–48.
10. See Matthew 23:15; Acts 2:10; 6:5; 13:43; Bible Dictionary, “Proselytes,” 754.
11. After James proposed the dietary counsel that should be given to Gentile Christians
(see Acts 15:20), he spoke of its reason: “For Moses of old time hath in every city them that
preach him, being read in the synagogues every sabbath day” (Acts 15:21). That is, throughout the regions where Paul and his companions were doing missionary work and Gentiles
were joining the Church, there were communities of Diaspora Jews. The implicit meaning
is that in the Church’s missionary approach to bring the gospel to Jews first and then to the
Gentiles (see Romans 1:16), the Church should avoid causing any undue offense to Jews, thus
creating potential hindrance to Jews in accepting the gospel.
The distinction between commandments observed as moral imperatives and others
observed out of cultural sensitivity is seen in Paul’s teachings. He repeatedly taught that
those who persisted in sexual sin and idolatry would not inherit the kingdom of God (see
1 Corinthians 6:9–10; Galatians 5:19–21; Ephesians 5:5), but in none of these passages did
he teach that failure to observe kosher laws would disqualify Gentile Christians from the
kingdom (admittedly an argument from silence). However, he did teach Gentile Saints to
avoid giving offense in matters regarding what they ate and where they dined (see Romans
14:1–15:3; 1 Corinthians 8:1–13), and Paul himself voluntarily modified his behavior
to avoid offending Jewish sensibilities (see Acts 16:1–3; 21:20–26; 1 Corinthians 8:13;
9:19–22).
12. For a discussion of the issues related to the dating of Galatians and the argument for
a post–Jerusalem conference date of composition, see James Montgomery Boice, “Galatians,”
in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. 10, Romans through
Galatians (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1991), 409–21. For analysis of Galatians from the
perspective of a pre–Jerusalem conference date of composition, see Holzapfel, Huntsman,
and Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the New Testament, 216–21. For analysis of
Acts 15 demonstrating correspondence with Galatians 2 and therefore supporting a post–
Jerusalem conference composition of Galatians, see Boice, “Galatians”; Frank F. Judd Jr., “The
Jerusalem Conference: The First Council of the Christian Church,” Religious Educator 12,
no. 1 (2011): 55–71.
13. The exact location of Galatia, and thus the exact makeup of Paul’s audience, is
another much-debated topic among New Testament scholars. Two competing hypotheses
posit a northern, ethnically defined Galatia versus a southern, politically defined Galatia.
For a presentation of both views, see Boice, “Galatians,” 412–17; see also Richard Lloyd
Anderson, Understanding Paul, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2007), 147–48. If Paul
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wrote to the Saints in southern Galatia, he would have been writing to the congregations he
established on his first missionary journey in cities such as Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and the
Pisidian Antioch, which he apparently visited on later missionary journeys (see Acts 16:6;
18:23).
14. Paul, however, did circumcise Timothy as they prepared to embark on a mission
together (see Acts 16:1–3). This act should be understood not as a requirement of salvation
for Gentiles, but as a measure taken to enable Timothy to be an effective missionary to Jews
as well as Gentiles (see Acts 16:3). Timothy, whose mother was Jewish but whose father was
a Gentile, apparently had never been circumcised. He willingly underwent full conversion to
Judaism to remove any potential obstacle for Jews to receive the gospel message from him. In
this sense he reflected the ethic of his mentor Paul: “Unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I
might gain the Jews; to them that are under the law, as under the law, that I might gain them
that are under the law” (1 Corinthians 9:20).
15. See Babylonian Talmud, Makkot, 23b–24a. But this traditional counting may be
conservative: “When the Mishnah was written down not long after Paul, it had sixty-three
chapters containing five thousand to ten thousand rules on what a righteous Jew could and
could not do.” Anderson, Understanding Paul, 159.
16. Guide to the Scriptures, “Justification, Justify,” http://www.lds.org/scriptures/gs
/justification-justify?lang=eng&letter=j.
17. See “works of the law” in Galatians 3:2, 5, 10. Other uses of “work” and “works”
appear in Galatians, but in different contexts, not as a part of Paul’s discussion of justification
by faith in Christ rather than by the works of the law of Moses. For example, Galatians 5:6
(energoumenē, “faith which worketh [within us] by love”); 5:19 (ta erga tēs sarkos, “the works
[deeds] of the flesh”); 6:4 (ergon, “let every man prove his own work,” where “work” parallels
“burden” in 6:5 and deals with personal responsibility; emphasis added).
18. “The word circumcision seems to have been representative of the law.” Bible
Dictionary, “Circumcision,” 646. Similarly, “they of the circumcision” was synonymous with
“Jews,” while “the uncircumcision” referred to the Gentiles (see Acts 10:45; 11:2; Romans
3:30; 4:9–12; 15:8; Galatians 2:7–9, 12; Ephesians 2:11; Colossians 4:11; Titus 1:10).
19. Paul may also have appealed to Abraham in response to arguments the Judaizers
might have posed to the Galatians regarding Abraham. For example, the Judaizers might
have argued that since Abraham had been circumcised (see Genesis 17:23) and God had told
Abraham, “In thee shall all nations [ethnē, “Gentiles”] be blessed” (Galatians 3:8, quoting
Genesis 22:18), the Galatian Saints, as Gentile converts, should be circumcised as Abraham
was.
20. It should also be noted that Abraham was declared righteous in Genesis 15:6—
about fourteen years before he underwent circumcision (see Genesis 17:23). Paul’s audience
was conversant with the scriptures of the Old Testament and may have recognized this
implicit point.
21. Paul expounded on “the two covenants” (Galatians 4:24) by use of the allegory of
Hagar/Ishmael and Sarah/Isaac (see Galatians 4:22–31). Paul described the old covenant
under the law of Moses as an oppressive “yoke” just as Peter had: “Stand fast therefore in the
liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of
bondage” (Galatians 5:1). Compare Peter: “Why tempt ye God, to put a yoke upon the neck
of the disciples, which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear?” (Acts 15:10). In contrast,
the “yoke” of the new covenant—the gospel of Jesus Christ—is “easy” (Matthew 11:30).

Paul and James on Faith and Works

167

22. Ephesians 2:8–9 juxtaposes grace and works, not faith (in Jesus Christ) and
works of the law. See discussion in the next section, “Avoiding Confusion with Paul’s Later
Writings.” See also Holzapfel, Huntsman, and Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the
New Testament, 221.
23. Paul used the identical Greek phrase in Romans 3:22 (“The righteousness of God
which is by faith of Jesus Christ [dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou] unto all and upon all them that
believe”; emphasis added). Paul also used nearly the same phrase in Philippians 3:9 (“not having mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ
[dia pisteōs Christou], the righteousness which is of God by faith”; emphasis added).
24. See also Romans 3:22: “The righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ
unto all and upon all them that believe [tous pisteuontas, “those who have faith (in Christ)”]”;
and Romans 3:26: God is “the justifier of him which believeth in [ek pisteōs, “has faith
in”] Jesus.” Note that Paul’s teaching of justification by faith echoes Peter’s teaching at the
Jerusalem council: “[God] put no difference between us [the Jews] and them [the Gentiles],
purifying their hearts by faith” (Acts 15:9; emphasis added). The doctrine of justification by
faith was not Paul’s invention, as is sometimes claimed; it was based on revelation that Peter,
the senior Apostle, had received from the Lord. Stendahl seems to hint at Pauline invention
of the doctrine in stating that “a doctrine of justification by faith was hammered out by Paul
for the very specific and limited purpose of defending the rights of Gentile converts to be
full and genuine heirs to the promises of God to Israel.” Paul among Jews and Gentiles, 2. But
Professor Stendahl may have meant merely that Paul expounded the doctrine in that particular context; he is certainly correct in observing that traditional Christian interpretation of
Paul has failed to read him in context.
25. See Holzapfel, Huntsman, and Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the
New Testament, 221; see also Gaye Strathearn, “The Faith of Christ,” in A Witness for the
Restoration: Essays in Honor of Robert J. Matthews, ed. Kent P. Jackson and Andrew C.
Skinner (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2007), 93–127.
26. Rudolf Bultmann, in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, traces the usage of
pisteuō, pistis, and related terms in classical Greek, Hellenistic Greek, the New Testament in
general, and the writings of individual New Testament authors. Examining Paul’s use of these
terms, Bultmann concludes: “Paul in particular stresses the element of obedience in faith. For
him pistis [faith] is indeed hupakoē [obedience]. . . . Faith is hupakoē [obedience] as well as
homologia [profession, confession]. . . . [Faith is] an attitude which controls all life. . . . [Faith
is] man’s absolute committal to God.” In Gerhard Friedrich, ed., Theological Dictionary of the
New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1964–76), 6:206, 217–19. The
indivisibility of faith and obedience is seen in the Joseph Smith Translation of Romans 4:16:
“Therefore, ye are justified of faith and works, through grace.”
27. The New International Version (NIV) translates the phrase in Romans 1:5
hupakoēn pisteōs as “the obedience that comes from faith.” The same phrase appears in
Romans 16:26 and is translated “the obedience of faith” in the King James Version.
28. Robinson, Following Christ, The Parable of the Divers and More Good News, 84–85.
29. Romans 2:6–7 and 2:13 have sometimes confused readers: “[God] will render to
every man according to his deeds [erga, “works”]: to them who by patient continuance in
well doing seek for glory and honour and immortality, eternal life. . . . For not the hearers of
the law are just before God, but the doers of the law shall be justified.” These statements seem
to contradict what Paul said in the very next chapter: “By the deeds of the law there shall no
flesh be justified in [God’s] sight” (Romans 3:20). At first glance, Paul seems to be speaking
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out of both sides of his mouth, saying first that we are saved by our works, and then that we
are not. The key to understanding what Paul said in Romans 2 is, once again, careful attention to context.
Romans 3:9 reveals Paul’s intent in the preceding chapters: “We have before proved
both Jews and Gentiles, that they are all under sin.” This is Paul’s overt thesis statement—an
interpretive key to the meaning of what he had just argued in Romans 1–2. He had been
making a case that all people are under sin. Romans 1:18–32 had formed an indictment of
all people for their sins, particularly Gentiles. Beginning in Romans 2:1, Paul had turned his
focus on his own people, the Jews, and had begun to explain how they too were all under sin.
Romans 2:6–7 has to be seen in context of the overall argument of Romans 1–3, as
well as in the context of its surrounding verses. It is part of a section (Romans 2:5–12) that
deals not with the topic of salvation but with “the righteous judgment of God” (Romans 2:5).
Since God judges fairly, he “will render to every man according to his deeds” (Romans 2:6;
compare Revelation 20:12–13). The obedient will receive glory, honor, and peace, but the
disobedient will receive wrath (see Romans 2:7–10). All this is a setup for what comes next:
“For as many as have sinned without law [i.e., the Gentiles] shall also perish without law: and
as many as have sinned in the law [i.e., the Jews] shall be judged by the law” (Romans 2:12).
Paul is making his case that all people, Jews as well as Gentiles, are guilty of sin. Strictly
speaking, there is nobody in the “obedient” category. Without the Atonement, Gentiles
and Jews will all perish because of their sins; and Jews, further, will be judged by the law, “for
not the hearers of the law are just before God, but the doers of the law shall be justified”
(Romans 2:13). It is not enough for Jews merely to possess the law of Moses and hear it read in
the synagogue on the Sabbath; they are under covenant to obey it (see Galatians 3:10).
The statement “the doers of the law shall be justified” (Romans 2:13) needs to be understood in light of Romans 3:23: “All have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.” While
theoretically, one way of being justified—held guiltless before God—would be to unfailingly
keep all the law’s commandments and prohibitions throughout one’s life (thus being a “doer
of the law”), no one other than Jesus truly does this. All have sinned (see Romans 3:9–20).
Paul’s logic prepares the way for him to present the most important point of his message—
that God has provided a way for man to be justified, a way that is possible with faith, and it
is through the Atonement of Jesus Christ: “But now the righteousness [dikaiosunē, “justification”] of God without the law is manifested, . . . even the righteousness of God which is by
faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe. . . . God hath set forth [ Jesus
Christ] to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the
remission of sins that are past” (Romans 3:21–22, 25).
30. For example, the reference to “works” in Romans 9:11 occurs in proximity to the
phrase “the works of the law” in Romans 9:32. However, the references to “works” in Romans
4:2, 6 also occur near references to “deeds [works] of the law” in Romans 3:20, 28 but never
theless seem to carry a more general meaning of “works” since they juxtapose “works” and
“grace.”
31. Though many modern New Testament scholars believe Paul did not write Ephesians,
their arguments seem flawed by (1) treating Paul’s thought and language as static, failing to
consider the possibility of development in his thought over time, and (2) failing to account
for Paul’s use of scribes in the process of writing epistles. For an excellent discussion of the
topic of Paul’s use of scribes and how this relates to questions of authorship, see Lincoln H.
Blumell, “Scribes and Ancient Letters: Implications for the Pauline Epistles,” in How the New
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Testament Came to Be: Sidney B. Sperry Symposium, ed. Kent P. Jackson and Frank F. Judd Jr.
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2006), 208–26.
32. See Holzapfel, Huntsman, and Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the New
Testament, 221.
33. This is the same doctrine taught by Nephi: “For we labor diligently to write, to
persuade our children, and also our brethren, to believe in Christ, and to be reconciled to
God; for we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do” (2 Nephi 25:23).
The context of this statement, in which Nephi emphasized the importance of dependence
upon Christ (see also v. 26), makes it clear that his emphasis is on salvation by grace—that is,
even after all we can do, it is only by the grace of God that we are saved. Unfortunately, this
scripture is often misapplied to teach the importance of works, as if Nephi had harshly taught,
“You will not receive any saving grace until you have first done all you might conceivably have
done”—effectively placing the grace of God at an impossible distance and teaching a de facto
doctrine of salvation by works. See Stephen E. Robinson, Believing Christ (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1992), 90–92. Modern Apostles have clarified how Nephi’s statement is to
be understood: “It is only through the infinite Atonement of Jesus Christ that people can
overcome the consequences of bad choices. Thus Nephi teaches us that it is ultimately by the
grace of Christ that we are saved even after all that we can do (see 2 Ne. 25:23). No matter how
hard we work, no matter how much we obey, no matter how many good things we do in this
life, it would not be enough were it not for Jesus Christ and His loving grace. On our own
we cannot earn the kingdom of God—no matter what we do. Unfortunately, there are some
within the Church who have become so preoccupied with performing good works that they
forget that those works—as good as they may be—are hollow unless they are accompanied by
a complete dependence on Christ.” M. Russell Ballard, “Building Bridges of Understanding,”
Ensign, June 1998, 65; emphasis added. See also M. Russell Ballard, “When Shall These
Things Be?,” Ensign, December 1996, 61; Dallin H. Oaks, “What Think Ye of Christ?,”
Ensign, November 1988, 66–67.
34. The Joseph Smith Translation of Romans 3:24 adds the word only—“being justified
only by his grace”—emphasizing the absolute necessity of relying upon the grace of Christ for
salvation.
35. See Oaks, “What Think Ye of Christ?,” 66–67.
36. I am indebted to Professor Eric D. Huntsman for this insight, as he shared it in
an inservice meeting for the Curriculum Services Division of Seminaries and Institutes of
Religion on November 18, 2008.
37. “In none of his [Paul’s] writings does he give us information about what he
thought to be proper in these matters for Jewish Christians.” Stendahl, Paul among Jews and
Gentiles, 2. Paul’s own conduct suggests that he himself remained a devout observer of the law
(see Acts 16:1–3; 18:18; 21:26; Philippians 3:6), though he sometimes departed from some
Jewish customs (such as avoiding table-fellowship with Gentiles) in order to serve effectively
as a missionary to the Gentiles (see 1 Corinthians 8:13; 9:19–23; Galatians 2:11–14).
38. See Holzapfel, Huntsman, and Wayment, Jesus Christ and the World of the New
Testament, 271.
39. In a concurring opinion in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, Sophie Laws argues that it
is “unlikely that James was familiar with Paul’s argument as Paul himself presented it.” James
had “heard the language [of faith without works] used even more generally [than Paul himself used it], to support a religious attitude which emphasized the pious expression of trust in
God and regarded works of active charity as of little importance. . . . It is probable that those
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who thus appealed to ‘justification by faith’ as their slogan did so on what they saw to be
Paul’s authority, and that James knew this.” “James, Epistle of,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary,
ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 3:625–26. It is also possible that
these rumors came to James from zealous, observant Jews who opposed Paul and distorted
what he and his converts were really saying.
40. The phrase “a man” in the King James Version of James 2:14, 18 translates the
indefinite Greek pronoun tis (“someone” or “anyone”). James seems to refer not to a specific
man (like Paul or some other individual) but indefinitely to some unnamed source or sources
of sayings about “faith without works.”
41. A similar version of this possibility is suggested in Bart D. Ehrman, The New
Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early Christian Writings (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 317. Ehrman, however, postulates a late date for the writing of James
and thus proposes later contact between the author of James and the orally transmitted oversimplifications of “faith without works.” In my judgment, the New Testament presents ample
evidence that distorted reports of Paul’s teachings could have come to James’ attention much
earlier than Ehrman is willing to allow. Even in our day, the teachings of Apostles are sometimes misrepresented and distorted, occasionally even by faithful, well-meaning members of
the Church. Misunderstanding and misrepresentation are facts of human communication.
And if they still happen in our day, with all our communications and information technology,
how much more likely are they to have happened in the days of the New Testament Apostles
like Paul, particularly among people who opposed him and did not necessarily feel obligated
to be accurate.
42. Ehrman oversimplifies James’ use of “faith,” identifying only the latter usage: “When
James . . . speaks of ‘faith’ in 2:14–26, he appears to mean ‘intellectual assent to a proposition.’”
New Testament: A Historical Introduction, 316. Robinson also identifies only this latter usage,
saying that James defined faith as “mere belief.” Following Christ, 84. But as I argue, the Greek
articles James used in connection with this definition of “faith” show that James himself did
not conceive of “faith” in this way—it was other people who were speaking of “faith” in this
distorted sense. Daniel B. Wallace more accurately identifies both usages of “faith” in James:
“The author examines two kinds of faith in 2:14–26, defining a non-working faith as a nonsaving faith and a productive faith as one that saves.” Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An
Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996), 219.
43. Wallace renders the phrase: “This [kind of ] faith is not able to save him, is it?”
Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 219. Several modern translations attempt to convey the
nuance added by the article. The NIV, for example, renders the question “Can such faith
save him?” and the New American Standard Bible has “Can that faith save him?” (emphasis
added).
44. The analysis of this verse draws from that of Donald W. Burdick, “James,” in
Expositor’s Bible Commentary, vol. 12, Hebrews through Revelation, 183.
45. In James 2:20, the King James Version uses “dead” to translate the Greek argos,
which means “unproductive, useless, worthless.” Frederick William Danker, ed., A GreekEnglish Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd. ed. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 128. In James 2:17 and 2:26, “dead” more closely translates the Greek nekra, “dead, lifeless.”
46. Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation, ed. Bruce R. McConkie (Salt Lake
City: Bookcraft, 1954–56), 2:310.
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47. Truman G. Madsen, ed., Reflections on Mormonism: Judeo-Christian Parallels (Provo,
UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 1978), 175.
48. According to Josephus, James was stoned to death in Jerusalem in AD 62 (see
Antiquities of the Jews, 20.9.1). Paul, according to tradition, was beheaded in Rome during
the reign of Nero, about AD 64. Early references to Paul’s death as a martyr are found in
1 Clement 5:5–7 (dated to about AD 95) and in the epistle of Ignatius to the Ephesians 12:2
(dated to about AD 107).
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Powerful, enduring faith comes from believing in God’s promises so deeply that it becomes the motivating force
behind worship and devotion.

Belief in a Promise:
The Power of Faith
j e ffrey w. c a rt er

Jeffrey W. Carter (CarterJW@ldschurch.org) is a seminary teacher at Orem Senior Seminary.

O

ver the centuries, countless people have marveled at the faith in Jesus
Christ demonstrated by men and women of the scriptures. Readers
have been thrilled by scripture stories of people who were able to draw on
faith to do heroic acts, make difficult decisions, and even be instruments of
bringing about miracles. At the same time, many have wondered how these
people were able to draw on such incredible faith as they faced the challenges
of life.
Focusing on and believing in the promises of God can greatly strengthen
our faith as we seek to come unto Christ and do his will. This paper will
explore the relationship between faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and promises
as taught in Hebrews 11. Paul is faced with the daunting task of helping the
Jewish converts stay true to their newfound faith in the face of increasing challenges. He does so, in part, by reminding them of the stories of their ancestors.
These converts also have to hold on to their faith in times of extreme difficulty.
Hebrews 11 becomes more than just stories about great faith. As we
examine the experiences of the people referenced in Hebrews 11, a pattern
established by God himself will emerge, a pattern of divine promises given
173
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as these individuals are called on by the Lord to do his will. Some promises
are fulfilled within the individual’s lifetime, while the fulfillment of other
promises has to wait until after. No matter the timing, however, people can
strengthen their faith in Jesus Christ as they believe in the promises of God
and seek to do the will of the Lord. This principle is among the many lessons
that Paul desires the Jewish converts of his day to understand as they struggle
with challenges to their newfound faith.
Hebrews: A Brief Overview

There is still much debate in the scholarly world as to the authorship of the
Epistle to the Hebrews. However, based on the statements of modern-day
prophets and apostles, I accept that the book of Hebrews was written by Paul.1
We also know from Hebrews that this epistle was intended primarily for Jews
who had converted to the gospel. In this epistle, Paul refers to his audience as
having been “illuminated” (Hebrews 10:32) and also as having been given the
foundation of repentance, faith in Jesus Christ, baptism, laying on of hands,
resurrection, and eternal judgment (see Hebrews 6:1–2). Paul writes the
Epistle to the Hebrews to address some grave concerns he has with the Jewish
converts. To better appreciate the teachings found in Hebrews generally, and
specifically in chapter 11, it is necessary to have a basic understanding of the
climate of ancient Jerusalem when this epistle was written.
As Paul returns from his several missions, he finds that “many thousands”
of the Jewish converts are still holding on to practices and traditions of the
Mosaic law (Acts 21:20). This is happening, in part, because the Jerusalem
conference held years earlier had specified only that gentile Christians would
not be required to live this law. No such clarification had been given concerning the Jewish converts.2 Of great concern to Paul is that the Jewish converts
are beginning to abandon their Christian faith and return to the Jewish
forms of worship. Paul speaks of Jewish converts “forsaking the assembling
of ourselves together, as the manner of some is” (Hebrews 10:25). Elsewhere
Paul expresses his concern that the Saints are beginning to “draw back” from
their faith and return to the Mosaic beliefs (see Hebrews 10:38–39). This is
happening, at least in large part, because of the opposition and persecution
they face as they accept the gospel covenant into their lives. Paul refers to the
Jewish Saints as having “endured a great fight of afflictions” and as having been
“made a gazingstock both by reproaches and afflictions” (Hebrews 10:32–33).
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In the end, because of persecution, trials, traditions, and even a lack of
understanding of the basic doctrines, such as whether Christ truly fulfilled
the ancient prophesies about the Messiah, Jewish converts are wavering in
their faith in Jesus Christ and conviction to the new gospel covenant and
returning back to their former ways of worship and beliefs. This would obviously be disturbing to Paul, since a return to these former beliefs would result
in a rejection of the gospel covenant and of Jesus himself. The purpose of
the Epistle to the Hebrews, therefore, is to encourage especially the Jewish
converts to hold on to their newfound faith and the promises that God had
made (see Hebrews 10:35–36).3 Elder Jeffrey R. Holland stated, “In his letter
to the Hebrews, the Apostle Paul was trying to encourage new members who
had just joined the Church, who undoubtedly had had spiritual experiences
and received the pure light of testimony, only to discover that their troubles
had not ended but that some of them had just begun.”4
Because Paul sees the abandoning of the gospel covenant and even of
Jesus as the promised Messiah, one of the major themes of Hebrews is to convince the Saints “of the absolute superiority of Jesus Christ as the great High
Priest. Only through him do Christians have direct access to God.”5 Paul’s
hope is that an understanding of this doctrine would again encourage the
Saints to hold on to what they have. The Epistle to the Hebrews begins with
a focus “on the superiority of Jesus as God’s Son (Hebrews 1:4–4:13), the
superiority of his priesthood (Hebrews 4:14–7:28), and the superiority of his
sacrifice and ministry (Hebrews 8:1–10:18). It then concludes by emphasizing that Christians [ Jewish converts] avail themselves of Jesus’ priestly work
through faith and endurance (Hebrews 10:19–12:29).”6
Paul ties together his teachings of the superiority of Christ and the necessity of the converts to endure with faith in God by stating, “Wherefore . . . let
us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, . . . looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was
set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the
right hand of the throne of God. For consider him that endured such contradiction of sinners against himself, lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds.
Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin” (Hebrews 12:1–4).
Paul wishes to point the Jewish Saints to Christ so they will follow him as the
ultimate example of one who suffered much more than any could possibly
imagine and ultimately received the promised rewards from God.
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Elder Bruce R. McConkie further summarized the purpose of this epistle
by stating, “Above all, this Epistle—as seems natural when addressed to a people who had looked forward to the delivering might of their Messiah; a people
who had great difficulty in accepting Jesus as their promised Redeemer—
above all, this Epistle is a witness of the divine Sonship of Him of whom the
Jews had said: ‘Is not this the carpenter’s son?’ (Matt. 13:55.)”7
This brings us to the discourse on faith found in Hebrews 11. In this
portion of his discourse, Paul desires to remind and encourage the Saints
of the need to live by faith in their difficult circumstances. Paul teaches this
by recalling many of the beloved stories of Hebrew history where men and
women alike not only endured but succeeded in following God and accomplishing his will through their faith in Christ. These stories would naturally
resonate in the hearts and minds of the Hebrew converts. However, another
purpose of Hebrews 11, and more to the point of this paper, is Paul’s apparent
desire for the Saints to understand the source of such great faith.
In Hebrews 11, Paul establishes the critical relationship that exists between
promises and faith in Jesus Christ. Through the stories of Hebrews 11, Paul
shows that these well-known characters of scripture were not people who
simply decided to obey God, but in fact were people to whom God had made
promises. It was their willingness to rely on and believe in these promises, the
ultimate of which would be the salvation that comes only through Christ,
that gave power to their faith as they sought to follow God and do his will.
Paul seeks to establish this relationship in the minds of the early Saints to help
them as they struggle with accepting Christ and enduring the difficulties that
come with being a Jewish Christian.
Paul’s Examples of Faith and Promises

Through a careful reading of Hebrews 11, one discovers that there are at least
eight references (even more depending on interpretation) that either directly
or indirectly touch on the word promise.8 As previously stated, this is not just
a side note of the chapter but appears to be an important principle of the
discourse. The stories Paul tells show a relationship between faith in Christ
and promise.
To establish the association between promise and faith, Paul begins
Hebrews 11 with the basic definition that “faith is the substance of things
hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). From the footnote it is understood that the Joseph Smith Translation of this passage changes
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this phrase to “assurance of things hoped for” (Hebrews 11:1, footnote b).
Among the many words that can be used as synonyms for assurance, two
words that particularly apply to this discussion are promise and guarantee.9
Faith is much more than a belief in the existence of God. Paul is suggesting
that there is a connection between enduring and unwavering faith and divine
promises from God. God gives promises with the intention to help, encourage, and strengthen those who seek to do his will. This is not to say that we
follow God only because we want the prize. At the same time we must admit
that knowledge of promised blessings can be a strength and comfort to our
faith as we seek to do his will. Elder Dallin H. Oaks said of this idea:
Although those who serve out of fear of punishment or out of a sense of duty
undoubtedly qualify for the blessings of heaven, there are still higher reasons for
service.
One such higher reason for service is the hope of an eternal reward. This
hope—the expectation of enjoying the fruits of our labors—is one of the most powerful sources of motivation. As a reason for service, it necessarily involves faith in
God and in the fulfillment of his prophecies. The scriptures are rich in promises of
eternal rewards.10

As Elder Oaks stated, understanding and believing in the promises of
God can be a “powerful” source of motivation and one of the “higher reasons” for following him. “The highest reason of all” is charity.11 Paul further
touches on the link between faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and promise in a
subsequent verse. He begins by stating that “without faith it is impossible to
please him” (Hebrews 11:6). Paul then teaches that faith is made up of two
parts. He states that we are to “believe that he is” and that we are to believe
that “he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him” (Hebrews 11:6). Paul
is suggesting that for us to come to God in faith, we must first believe in him;
second, we must believe that he will keep his promises by rewarding those
who “diligently seek him.”
Abel. Paul’s first historical example is that of Abel. Unfortunately, we have
only a small scriptural account of the life and faith of Abel. What we do know
is that he was a devoted follower of God and lost his life because of the jealousy and hatred of his brother (see Genesis 4; Moses 5). In speaking of Abel,
Paul says, “By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than
Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous” (Hebrews 11:4).
Inherent in this statement is the promise that further strengthened Abel’s
faith: the knowledge or promise from God that he was considered righteous
in God’s eyes. However, this seems admittedly backward from what it should
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be. It seems that the assurance was given after the act of faith. The Prophet
Joseph Smith helped clarify this issue concerning the sacrifice of Abel:
But it is said that Abel himself obtained witness that he was righteous. Then certainly God spoke to him: . . . and if He did, would He not . . . deliver to him the
whole plan of the Gospel. . . . How could Abel offer a sacrifice and look forward with
faith on the Son of God for a remission of his sins, and not understand the Gospel?
The mere shedding of the blood of beasts or offering anything else in sacrifice, could
not procure a remission of sins, except it were performed in faith of something to come;
if it could, Cain’s offering must have been as good as Abel’s.12

From this statement we understand that Abel already had an understanding of the gospel plan and was already looking forward to things that were
yet to come—namely, the Savior and all that he promised. This assurance
or promise was part of what motivated Abel to offer his sacrifice. It is also
interesting to note that God then followed this act of faith with even more
assurances (that of Abel being righteous).
Finally, it should be noted from the above statement that mere obedience—offering a sacrifice—was not enough. For Abel’s act of faith to be
rewarded, it had to be founded in a belief of a promise of “something to
come.” From the very first story of Hebrews 11, Paul establishes a connection
between faith and promise. In fact, it was Abel’s deep belief in a promise of
the Messiah, his Atonement, and even the Resurrection that motivated his
faith to offer “a more excellent sacrifice” (Hebrews 11:4).
Enoch. Paul’s next historical example is Enoch. Like Abel, Enoch also
had the “testimony, that he pleased God” (Hebrews 11:5). This testimony, or
assurance, would be the foundation of Enoch’s faith, “for before his translation he had this testimony” (v. 5). Paul also taught that “by faith Enoch was
translated” (v. 5). Much of what we know about Enoch and his mission comes
from the Pearl of Great Price. In Moses chapters 6 and 7 we learn that not
only did God call Enoch, but he also revealed to him the plan of salvation.
He further revealed the history of the world, or, from Enoch’s perspective, the
future events of the world. Among other things, God showed to Enoch the
establishment of Zion and what would become of this great city. The record
states, “The Lord showed unto Enoch all the inhabitants of the earth; and
he beheld, and lo, Zion, in the process of time, was taken up into heaven”
(Moses 7:21).
It must have been a sweet comfort and source of strength for Enoch to
know from the beginning what the eventual outcome would be to his mission
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and life on this earth. Enoch’s rare accomplishment, having an entire city
translated, was not based on a random faith that was unexpectedly rewarded.
Instead, Enoch moved forward with faith that was based on promises given
him by God. These promises included an understanding of the plan of salvation, of the Savior and his mission, and of future events that God had revealed
through the vision (see Moses 6–7). Enoch did indeed have a testimony of his
place before God.
Noah. Similar to Enoch, Noah saw future events when given his call.
Paul shows the connection between enduring faith and promise by stating,
“By faith Noah, being warned of God of things not seen as yet, moved with
fear [footnote c indicates that “fear” means “being cautious, reverent”], prepared an ark to the saving of his house” (Hebrews 11:7; also see Genesis 6–7;
Moses 8). It was his belief that God would fulfill his promise of a flood that
empowered Noah’s faith and resulted in actions that saved humanity. This
story would be especially relevant to the Jewish converts who were laboring
under persecution and wondering how long they would have to wait until
the promised judgments of God would be fulfilled. Paul’s message seems to
be encouraging the Saints to be like Noah—hold on to your belief in the
promises of God, and your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ will be sufficiently
strengthened to withstand any difficulty, to truly accept Jesus as the Messiah,
and to wait for the eventual reward that will indeed come.
Abraham and Sarah. One of Paul’s more compelling arguments that support the teaching that a critical tie exists between promises and enduring faith
in Jesus Christ comes from the story of Abraham and Sarah. Paul first refers
to promises made to Abraham of promised lands (see Hebrews 11:8–10).
Abraham’s belief in these promises helped him to strengthen his faith and
set out, “not knowing whither he went” (Hebrews 11:8). More importantly, the belief that Abraham and his family held in the promises of the
Abrahamic covenant helped them to move forward in faith as they sought
the “city” or “better country” that they believed God had “prepared for them”
(Hebrews 11:10, 16). Paul strengthens the connection between faith and
promise by stating, “These [Abraham, his wife, and their righteous posterity]
all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them afar
off, and were persuaded of them, and embraced them, and confessed that they
were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Hebrews 11:13).
Paul then turns his attention to Sarah, referring directly to the trial of
not having children and the promise of a child when she was beyond the
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childbearing years (see Hebrews 11:11). From the Old Testament account of
this story, one must wonder about Sarah’s initial reaction to this promise (see
Genesis 18:10–15). In this account we read that Sarah “laughed” at the news
of having a child in her old age (see Genesis 18:12). It becomes obvious that
Sarah’s first response is one of doubt as the visitors question her reaction by
finally asking, “Is any thing too hard for the Lord?” (Genesis 18:14).
The miracle of Sarah having a child was indeed wonderful. However, if
Sarah truly lacked confidence in God’s power, would God actually reward
her? Paul lays this issue to rest. When talking of Sarah, Paul states that Sarah
did indeed conceive “because she judged him faithful who had promised”
(Hebrews 11:11). Elder McConkie gave further clarification on Sarah’s faith:
“Sarah’s initial reaction . . . was one of incredulity and doubt. . . . But—and
it is ever thus!—the promise came to pass by faith. Sarah, on more mature
consideration, believed God and thereby reaped the blessing.”13 Again we
see the principle that Paul interweaves throughout Hebrews 11. It was only
when Sarah showed true faith, faith motivated by belief in a promise, that the
reward was given.
Paul next returns to Abraham, whose life was filled with promises ranging
from lands to eternal posterity. It is no coincidence that his life was also filled
with many great acts of faith. Abraham believed so strongly in the promises of
God that he was willing to endure any trial that God gave him.
The particular story of Abraham that shows the relationship of faith in
Jesus Christ and promise most powerfully is the attempted sacrifice of Isaac.
Abraham was indeed one of the greatest faithful souls to ever live on this
earth, but from where did this faith in Christ come? A more careful reading
of Paul’s account of this story yields the answer to this question: “By faith
Abraham, when he was tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received the
promises offered up his only begotten son, of whom it was said, That in Isaac
shall thy seed be called; accounting that God was able to raise him up, even
from the dead” (Hebrews 11:17–19).
Examining key phrases in Hebrews 11 reveals valuable insights into
Abraham’s faith. From verse 17 we read he “received the promises.” From
verse 18 we are given “in Isaac shall thy seed be called.” Finally, in verse 19
we read “that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead.” It is well
known from the Old Testament that God promised Abraham eternal posterity and more specifically told him this promise was to be fulfilled through
Isaac (see Genesis 15:3–6; 21:12). Not coincidentally, the Bible makes
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specific mention of Abraham’s reaction to these promises: “And he believed
in the Lord” (Genesis 15:6). This is a key to understanding Abraham’s faith.
Abraham believed so strongly in the promises of God concerning his son and
his eternal posterity that he knew Isaac was going to survive this trial, even if
it meant that God would raise him from the dead. This is what gave Abraham
the courage and faith to obey God and actually be willing to lay Isaac upon
the altar. Abraham had received specific promises concerning Isaac, and he
knew that God never lied. Hence, he knew that somehow Isaac was going to
survive this trial.
From the experience of Abraham and Isaac we once again see the link
that exists between faith in Christ and promises. It seems that one lesson Paul
wants the Hebrews to understand is that the ability to follow Christ is influenced by the willingness to believe in his promises. Our quest to come unto
Christ therefore becomes a twofold statement on our part: not only do we
show God that we truly love him and hence will obey, but we also show God
that we truly believe him when he makes a promise. This becomes an important aspect of faith. Not only does this impact one’s strength and willingness
to obey, but it also impacts the rewarding of faith. Referring back to the previous statement by Joseph Smith: “The mere shedding of the blood of beasts or
offering anything else in sacrifice, could not procure a remission of sins [the
reward for the act of faith], except it were performed in faith of something
to come.”14
As stated earlier in this paper, merely going through the motions is not
enough if one truly wishes to receive the full promised blessings from God.
For faith to be real, powerful, and enduring, actions must be based on a
strong belief in God’s promises (faith of something to come) and the sure
knowledge that God never lies.
Reflecting upon one’s faith is obviously a very personal issue. However,
as we come to understand the link between faith and promise, we realize that
it is improper to compare our faith to Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac. This is
not what having the faith of Abraham means. To be “tried, even as Abraham”
(D&C 101:4) refers to the trial of faith, not to the event of the sacrifice. The
faith of Abraham refers to Abraham’s belief in the promises of God: a belief
so strong that it became the driving force behind his actions. Abraham knew
that God never lied, and he therefore lived a life of faithful service and obedience. With this perspective we realize that we too can show this type of faith.
While we may never be asked to sacrifice our child on the altar, we all can
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look at our lives and realize that we have been asked to do many things, and
sacrifice many things, in our quest to come unto Christ. A close examination
will also show that the call of God in our lives has indeed been accompanied by many promises. Understanding and believing these promises can give
strength to our faith as we seek the Savior in our lives. Hence, we are all given
the opportunity to show the faith of Abraham.
Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. Paul continues his discourse as he speaks of Isaac,
Jacob, and Joseph. Again we can see the interdependence between faith in the
Savior and promise in the lives of these faithful men. Paul mentions earlier
that Isaac and Jacob were “heirs . . . of the same promise” (Hebrews 11:9).
He now speaks of all three men giving blessings “by faith” to various people
and even nations (see Hebrews 11:20–22). It is interesting to note that these
blessings deal with “things to come” (Hebrews 11:20), or promises of future
events. Jacob and Esau both received promises through Isaac (see Genesis 27).
Ephraim and Manasseh received blessings under the hand of Jacob (see
Genesis 48). Before Joseph died he gave significant prophecies concerning
the future of Israel (see Joseph Smith Translation, Genesis 50:24–38). All
of these men moved forward in faith, understanding the promised blessings
from God.
Moses. In referencing the prophet Moses, Paul calls to mind several
aspects of his life from infancy to the parting the Red Sea (see Hebrews
11:23–29). Within these verses Paul establishes that Moses made his choices
based on his belief in the promises of God. The record states, “By faith Moses
. . . refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God . . . ; esteeming the reproach of Christ
greater riches than the treasures in Egypt: for he had respect unto the recompense of the reward” (vv. 24–26). Moses believed that following the Lord
would bring greater reward and happiness than all the riches of Egypt. He
believed in the “recompense of the reward” (v. 26). What a timely message for
a struggling congregation to hear. In addition, we find further evidence from
Hebrews 11:28 that the faith of Moses was strengthened and influenced by
promises, as he saved a nation by keeping “the passover, and the sprinkling of
blood, lest he that destroyed the firstborn should touch them.”
A detailed study of each aspect of Moses’ life and faith would support the
principle that unwavering faith in Christ is linked to promise. As one of many
examples, Paul refers to the event of parting the Red Sea (see Hebrews 11:29).
This miracle is still today considered one of the greatest ever performed by
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any prophet in the world’s history, especially in Hebrew history. When the
Lord called Moses to the work, Moses was given the following promise: “I,
the Almighty, have chosen thee, and thou shalt be made stronger than many
waters; for they shall obey thy command as if thou wert God” (Moses 1:25).15
In relation to this promise, it is interesting to note the many miracles that
Moses performed dealing with water. In the opening scenes of Moses’ encounter with the Egyptians, he turns the river to blood (see Exodus 7:20–25).
Moses then performs the miracle of parting the Red Sea (see Exodus 14).
Later he heals the waters of Marah (see Exodus 15:23–25), strikes the rock
in Horeb and produces water (see Exodus 17:1–7), and then strikes another
rock in Meribah, producing water (see Numbers 20:2–11). Again we see the
principle at work: the faith of Moses was empowered by very specific promises that God gave when he was called to the ministry.
Many Other Examples

Hebrews 11:30–40 provides many other examples of people who endured
through faith. As with previous examples, Paul shows a relationship between
their faith and the promises that come from God. Joshua was promised victory over Jericho (see Joshua 6). Rahab was promised safety and protection
in return for her help with the spies (see Joshua 2). Both Gideon and Barak
were promised victory as they were called to liberate Israel (see Judges 4; 7).
Even Samson provides an interesting example of the link between promise and faith. God kept his promise to Samson as far as he could. Phrases
such as “subdued kingdoms,” “escaped the edge of the sword,” and “out of
weakness were made strong” could apply at least in part to Samson (Hebrews
11:33–34). When Samson finally betrayed his entire covenant, the promised
blessing of strength was withdrawn. While in prison, Samson acted in faith
and requested that God grant him one last show of strength. Whether his
motives were pure or not is a matter of judgment by God, but one thing we
know for sure: God granted this final request (see Judges 13–16).
Paul then speaks of “others [who] were tortured, not accepting deliverance; that they might obtain a better resurrection” (Hebrews 11:35), people
who, in other words, had faith that was strengthened by a belief in a promise.
Ultimately, in speaking of these many examples, Paul makes this final statement: “And these all, having obtained a good report through faith, received
not the promise: God having provided some better things for them through
their sufferings, for without sufferings, they could not be made perfect”
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(Hebrews 11:39; Joseph Smith Translation, Hebrews 11:40). Again it seems
that one of Paul’s desires in this chapter is to encourage the Saints to hold on
to their faith despite the trials, persecution, and doubts. Within this plea is
found a key that was intended to be a help to the Jewish Saints as they struggled with their Christianity. Understanding and believing in the promises of
God can give support and strength to wavering faith in difficult times. Even
if those promises are “afar off ” (Hebrews 11:13), they are still promises from
God. And God never lies.
Modern-Day Commentary

Modern-day commentary also supports the teachings of Paul pertaining to
the link between enduring faith in the Savior and promise. In Lectures on
Faith, much time is spent on the importance of having “a correct idea” of
God’s “character, perfections, and attributes” in order to truly have faith in
him.16 Many subjects are touched upon throughout this work to help us better understand the true character of God. Like Paul, Lectures on Faith also
stresses the importance of believing God as a requirement of true faith. In
Lecture Third of this work, six items are listed under “respecting the character
of God,” the fourth of which states “that he is a God of truth and cannot lie.”17
Lecture Third continues:
An acquaintance with these attributes in the divine character, is essentially necessary,
in order that the faith of any rational being can center in him for life and salvation.
For if he did not, in the first instance, believe him to be God, that is, the Creator
and upholder of all things, he could not center his faith in him for life and salvation,
for fear there should be greater than he who would thwart all his plans, and he, like
the gods of the heathen, would be unable to fulfill his promises; but . . . no such fear can
exist in the minds of those who put their trust in him, so that in this respect their faith
can be without wavering.18

The last line of this quote brings to mind Joseph Smith, who in 1820 read
a passage of scripture that spoke of “nothing wavering” ( James 1:6). Joseph
Smith not only believed in God, but believed God. Joseph believed that God
could answer a prayer, but more importantly he believed that he would answer,
and Joseph hence moved forward in faith, ushering in the final dispensation
before the coming of Christ.
In addition, the following question is asked in Lectures on Faith with its
accompanying response:
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Is it not necessary also, for men to have an idea that God is a being of truth before
they can have perfect faith in him? It is; for unless men have this idea they cannot
place confidence in his word, and, not being able to place confidence in his word,
they could not have faith in him; but believing that he is a God of truth, and that his
word cannot fail, their faith can rest in him without doubt.19

This brings us back to the original definition of faith as given by Paul:
“Faith is the substance [assurance or promise] of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). The tie between faith and promise
is critical if one wishes to follow Christ. In order to have true and perfect faith
in God, a faith that does not waver and is without doubt, one must understand the promises of God and then deeply believe that God will never break
his word or promises to mankind.
Elder David A. Bednar gave additional insight to the link between faith
in Christ and promise. He describes faith in Christ as being made up of three
elements: assurance (promise), evidence (looking back and seeing the results),
and action (what belief in the promise leads to).20 Elder Bednar goes on to
explain that these three elements “influence each other” and “are not separate
and discrete; rather, they are interrelated and continuous and cycle upward.”21
As possibly the ultimate example of this relationship, Elder Bednar states:
“Faith in Christ is inextricably tied to and results in hope in Christ for our
redemption and exaltation. And assurance and hope make it possible for us to
walk to the edge of the light and take a few steps into the darkness—expecting and trusting the light to move and illuminate the way (see Boyd K. Packer,
“The Candle of the Lord,” Ensign, Jan. 1983, 54). The combination of assurance and hope initiates action in the present.”22
Elder Bednar helps us understand that our faith in Christ depends upon
our belief (hope) in the promise of our redemption and exaltation through
the Lord. The link between faith in the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and
promise is critical and inseparable. For us to truly show faith in God, the kind
of faith that can endure the test of time, we must know and understand the
promises of God and place our deepest confidence in those promises.
Conclusion

There are many people who profess to be believers and followers of Christ.
Yet when the call from God comes, or the tests and trials of life descend, they
seem to falter. What is it that causes some to stand strong and succeed when
others falter and fall short of the mark? At least one key can be found in
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Hebrews 11. Not only did Paul want the Hebrews to understand in whom
they should place their faith, but he wanted them to understand where that
strength of faith came from. Paul referenced many stories to accomplish both
purposes. Faith in Jesus Christ is much more than believing in the existence
of God. Powerful, enduring faith comes from believing in God’s promises so
deeply that it becomes the motivating force behind worship and devotion.
Promises are an inseparable part of pure, powerful faith. It is important to
understand this as we seek to come unto Christ and do his will.
Noah builds an ark when others would dismiss it as silly paranoia. Moses
stands before an ocean and parts it when others would have panicked and surrendered to Pharaoh. Abraham endures a heart-wrenching trial when others
would have faltered and decided that God was asking too much. Their faith
was empowered by a belief in the promises of God. This was one of many
lessons that Paul wanted the Jewish Saints to understand. As they faced their
doubts and struggles, it would be their willingness to hold on to the promises
of God that would strengthen their faith in Christ. It is the same for us today.
As stated earlier in this paper, most of us will never be called on to part the
Red Sea or lay our child upon the altar, yet we can still show the faith of these
great men and women of the scriptures.
As God’s covenant people, we too have been given many wonderful promises, including the greatest promise of all: exaltation and eternal life through
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (see D&C 14:7). It will be our willingness to
focus on and believe in these promises that will empower our faith as we seek
to come unto Christ and serve him until the end.
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As every class begins, I never know what I’m going to find. Will the students welcome me with open hearts and minds,
or will they tune me out and ignore what I’m trying to teach?

Breathing Life into
a Dead Class
lloyd d . n ewe ll

Lloyd D. Newell (ldnewell@byu.edu) is a professor of Church history and doctrine at BYU.

M

any of us can relate to this phenomenon, especially when we teach two
classes back-to-back: one of the classes is full of spirit and enthusiasm
and active learning; the other seems dead, lifeless, without energy or zeal. Of
course, with so many variables involved, it’s difficult to determine whether
the fault lies in the teacher, the students, the subject matter, the temperature,
the time of day, or the win–loss record of the football or basketball team. But
this much is certain: each class has a spirit about it, a personality and temperament, and that is one of the things that make teaching both exhilarating and,
at times, disheartening.
As one BYU Religious Education professor noted: “As every class begins,
I never know what I’m going to find. Will the students welcome me with
open hearts and minds, or will they tune me out and ignore what I’m trying
to teach? Will I enter the room prepared spiritually and mentally to teach
a class that is worth their time and mine? Will this be a bad, good, or great
class? Every day of teaching is a new experience.”1
Indeed, each day of teaching is different; no two classes are alike. Many
of us have experienced a term of joyful teaching, when we look forward to
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each class period, each student in the class is engaged, and the term seems to
end far too early. Other classes are less than ideal, but we go along doing our
best to engage the students, and we have some days that are better than others.
Then there are the dead classes, where it seems that despite our best efforts,
the students are disengaged and seem interested only in getting content for
the assignments and exams, getting a grade, or getting out of class—as soon
as they can.
What’s a teacher to do?
Do the math: a class of fifty students is filled with fifty spirits and individual dispositions. Each brings his or her own set of interests and gifts and
talents, challenges and trials and heartaches, worries and pressures and expectations. Then add those of the teacher. All of this multiplies into a classroom
that has a personality, a spirit, a culture and milieu, and each one is different.
No teacher is good enough to be all things to all students at all times, and
not every class experience can be exceptional or transcendent or transforming,
but as teachers we can sincerely strive to do our best to teach with power and
spirit and breathe life even into a dead class.
How?
Here are five suggestions that have helped teachers enliven their
classrooms.
Granted, most of what follows you already know is important, but
perhaps this paper will serve as a reaffirmation and reminder. As Elder
Neal A. Maxwell taught, “We need to be reminded more than we need to be
instructed.”2
Be Prepared, Especially Spiritually, for Each Class

It takes courage to face a class full of diverse students and attempt to teach
them something worthwhile, especially when we teach the most important
subject on earth—the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Our students are brighter and better prepared and have higher expectations than ever before. They expect and deserve that when we enter the
classroom, we are prepared in every way to offer our best.
Noted teacher Parker J. Palmer observed, “Each time I walk into a classroom, I can choose the place within myself from which my teaching will come,
just as I can choose the place within my students toward which my teaching will
be aimed. I need not teach from a fearful place: I can teach from curiosity or
hope or empathy or honesty, places that are as real within me as are my fears.”3
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As professional teachers, we may rightfully see ourselves as experts not
only in our subject matter but also in the craft of imparting what we know to
others. But effective, life-giving teaching is so much more than just knowing
something and relaying that information to someone else—especially when
it comes to teaching the gospel. We must have the truths in our mind, but it’s
even more important to have them deep in our heart.
David McCullough, a celebrated author and historian, once said to a
graduating class at Dartmouth College, “If the teacher is enthusiastic about
the history of the American Revolution or Shakespeare or the workings
of the internal combustion engine, the students get that right away. If the
teacher is uncertain, indifferent, or maybe a bit bored with the material, the
students get that, too, right away.”4 If enthusiasm is so vital to teaching history
or literature or mechanical engineering, then it’s certainly true of teaching the
restored gospel. The word enthusiasm, after all, comes from the Greek roots
en, meaning “in,” and theos, meaning “God.”5
Few students wonder if their statistics professor really believes in statistics;
few economics students are concerned whether their teacher really lives the
principles of economics; few chemistry students worry about whether their
instructor really feels the periodic table in the heart. They appreciate good
teaching, learn the subject, see its usefulness, and move on. But what we teach
is different. Our students want to know and feel and see that we really believe
what we’re teaching, that we really strive to live what we profess, that we really
feel the power of the gospel in our hearts. We are always under surveillance,
and our students want to know that this is more than an academic subject or
a set of facts and a pile of interesting information to us. They want to know
that we really believe and are sincerely striving to live the gospel, which may
do more to change hearts and minds than any class lecture or assignment.
Our mind and our heart must be ready as we enter the classroom: our
mind filled with knowledge, information, and facts, and our heart overflowing with love, faith, and testimony. If our heart and mind are prepared and
our attitude is positive and proactive, we will be better able to teach with the
Spirit and bring life to a lifeless class.
Certainly, we must pay the price to know our subject, but even more
importantly, we must pay the price to live the gospel of Jesus Christ so that we
enter the classroom reflecting his image in our countenances (see Alma 5:14).
To paraphrase the words of the Savior, “What doth it profit a teacher to have
all the knowledge in the world, yet teach without love or the Spirit?”6
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President Harold B. Lee said, “If you want to be an effective teacher of
the gospel, you have to live the principles that you propose to teach. The more
perfectly you live the gospel, the more perfectly you will be able to teach the
gospel.”7
We do not want a student to ever feel or think, “I wish he knew less and
cared more” or “I am impressed with her knowledge, but unimpressed with
her goodness.” It’s not an either-or proposition: the best pedagogical and content preparation can help us in our spiritual preparation. Likewise, earnest
spiritual preparation leads inexorably to deeper and improved academic preparation. We also cannot cram long-term for class. We may be able to “fake” a
class and get through content that we really know very little about, but it is
impossible to “fake” spiritual sensitivity and preparation, Christian goodness
and kindness, care and compassion. Who we are speaks more loudly than
what we know. Effective gospel teachers punctuate their classes with the
truthfulness of their lives; they manifest goodness and warmth in every class.
Of course, students do not expect perfection from us, nor should we
expect perfection of ourselves. Neither do our students expect that we know
everything about any given subject. What they do expect is that we have come
to the classroom academically and spiritually ready and prepared to engage
their minds and touch their hearts. This kind of robust preparation will help
breathe life into a dead class.
Stay Current with Scholarship, Writing, and Thinking on the Subject

An informal survey of BYU students during fall and winter semesters 2010–11
revealed the following comments:8
One religion professor I had was a really nice man, very sincere, and he tried hard,
but I had the feeling that he was essentially teaching the same class he had taught
for decades. I was bored much of the time. I know the D&C hasn’t changed over
the past 20 years, but how about some new stories or new information or insights.
My professor last year seemed almost tired of the subject, almost like he’d been
teaching it for too long. I’m not expecting entertainment, but it’d sure be nice to
feel some excitement for the New Testament. It seemed like most of the people he
quoted were from years ago when he first put the class together.
My favorite religion teacher was awesome. I could tell he loved the Book of Mormon.
He had a passion for it. Even though the doctrine and teachings haven’t changed in
the Book of Mormon, he made it relevant for our lives today. He told great stories,
he talked about some current research on the Book of Mormon, he quoted modern
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prophets—he brought it to today. I could tell he had really done some deep studying of the Book of Mormon.
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Effective teachers stay current with the scholarship, thinking, and writing on the subjects they teach. Even those whose focus is on unchangeable
doctrinal truths never assume that they already know all there is to know on
the subject. By staying current with our subject matter, we signal to students
that we too are engaged in active learning which will inform our teaching and
writing.
Effective teachers are constantly looking to learn and improve and update
their teaching. They recognize that even if their lesson plans seem to work well
one term, the next term will bring new students with new challenges and different needs. Therefore, they aren’t afraid to try new approaches, observe and
talk to other faculty members about subjects and classes, add technology and

“One religion professor I had was a really nice man, very sincere, and he tried hard, but I had the feeling that
he was essentially teaching the same class he had taught for decades. I was bored much of the time.”
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media when appropriate, and utilize the teachings of the living prophets and
apostles, especially the most recent general conference report. All this helps
to make their classes academically rigorous as well as spiritually strengthening.
Effective use of active learning and technology in the classroom can be a
good way to keep our classes responsive to the changing needs of our students.
We don’t need to be tech whizzes, but our students also expect us not to be
Luddites. Some use of PowerPoint or Keynote, short video clips, or other technology, such as the innovative use of learning management systems (LMS),
where teachers may more personally connect and conveniently interact with
students, shows we are striving to move into the twenty-first century with our
teaching. Most important, it shows that we are willing to try new things in
order to make our classes as effective as possible. This generation’s students are
used to receiving their messages through electronic media. It’s the world our
students know, understand, respond to, and expect, and we ought to honor
that expectation by technologically connecting with them a bit.
As one BYU religion professor said, “I’m not the greatest at technology,
but I try to use it a little in the classroom. I don’t want technology to consume
my time or focus in the class—I want them immersed in the scriptures, but I
do want to connect with students on that technological level a little. I want to
try to have my classes be more than just me talking to them.”9 To some degree,
meeting students where they live technologically is a way to indicate as teachers that we are freshening our classes.
Of course, like any teaching method, use of technology can be taken too
far. We should always see it as a means to an end, not an end in itself. And
our purpose should never be simply to entertain our students with attractive
media. But if our aim is purely to help the gospel reach our students’ hearts,
then we will always be looking for the most effective way to do it, even if it
means trying something that’s new and unfamiliar to us.
Make Application to Students’ Lives

It has been said that learning is changed behavior, and if that is true, then both
teacher and student ought to be learning and changing. Effective teachers
don’t monopolize the conversation; they listen, they learn from their students and from the Spirit. They say things that are edifying and positive, they
build and bless, and they enlarge understanding and testimony.
Striving to make the teaching relevant to the student’s life is an important
means of bringing the Spirit into the classroom. We may be deeply interested
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in how many stones still remain in Jerusalem’s temple wall, how far a Nephite
could walk in a day, or how tall Heber J. Grant was, but our students may not
be all that interested. We may be fascinated by esoteric principles and obscure
research, but many of our students may not find it germane to the gospel subject or their personal lives. We need to find ways to talk to them in their lives
today. They face challenges and enticements that seem to them overwhelming
at times, so we need to give them concepts and principles and truth that connect to prophetic teachings—or, in the words of President Ezra Taft Benson,
“Today’s News Today.”10 In class, we need to feast upon the scriptures and help
students “liken [the] scriptures” unto their lives and trials and temptations
(1 Nephi 19:23).
Note these student comments:
I don’t remember ever feeling during the semester that this professor knew what
it was like to be 22 years old and struggling with things. Some days I came to class
really discouraged and tired, and mostly what I got was facts and dates with a few
scriptures thrown in. I wanted to know why I should care about this subject and
what difference it could make in my life.
One of the things I liked about this class was how the teacher connected the teachings of the living prophets to my life today. I wasn’t just learning things for an exam,
I felt like I was learning principles for my life.

We need to be fresh and relevant in our approach and intentionally link
what we teach to our students’ twenty-first-century lives. Try as we might,
however, there may be some students whose struggles we will never fully
understand. We were all twenty-two once, but we aren’t right now, and the
world has changed in dramatic ways. Nevertheless, the gospel we teach transcends time and culture. Although the holy writ from which we teach is many
hundreds of years old, it has contemporary application and modern parallels
to our lives. Good teachers draw those parallels for their students. Even better teachers help students draw those parallels for themselves and help equip
students to find in the gospel their own answers to their problems—problems
that perhaps no one but they themselves can understand. That’s a skill that
will serve them well as they raise families and serve in the Church in the coming years.
Love and Care about Each Student

Teaching is more than a job; it is a relationship—a relationship of trust, caring,
and respect. Teachers walk on holy ground each time they enter a classroom,
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The kind of teaching excellence we aim for is not a one-time “performance” that we get through, but a
lifetime of learning, sharing, and growing in the gospel.

and in a sense, every time they enter their office. This is part of the profession
we have chosen.
As Gilbert Highet explained: “Every profession has its atmosphere, its
setting, and those who practice it must feel at home there. It is silly to become
an actor if you want a settled home and time to think. Do not enter journalism unless you like the bustle of a large and noisy office, welcome travel
and the unexpected, and hope to like it all the rest of your life. If you do not
enjoy the prospect of facing the young in large groups, if you would always
prefer working in a laboratory or reading in a library, you will never be a good
teacher.”11
Many years ago, a venerable professor said to me, only partly tonguein-cheek, “I love everything about my job as a teacher—except the students.”
The irony, of course, is that students are our work as teachers, not an interruption. They are not incidental to our serious scholarly concerns—they are
the essence of our work. For some, perhaps, students get in the way of their
research agenda, committee assignments, writing time, or quiet time. But
being a teacher is first and last all about students. If we do not love and care
for our students, and if we do not place them in the center of our thinking
and doing, we’re missing the essence of our profession.
Over the years I have watched a noted religious education professor
and colleague always make time for students and others. At times, we’d be
in his office, intensely discussing a gospel topic or in the middle of some
other “important” conversation, and the phone would ring or a knock would
come at the door. Most often it was a student with a question—a question
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not about the syllabus or a class assignment but about some doctrinal point
that needed clarification, some personal worry or concern or inquiry that the
student had. Very politely he’d chat for a moment and then say, “Let’s set up a
time we can talk”—and then he’d do it.
Once when the phone rang, I asked him, “Why don’t you just let it ring?”
Without a hint of self-righteousness, he unaffectedly answered, “That’s why
I’m here; I’m here for students.” I asked a student, my TA at the time, why
he liked this professor so much. He said to me, “I never felt that I was in the
way or was a nuisance to him. I always felt like he cared about me and wanted
to help me.” This is why they open themselves up to him and trust him with
their deepest questions. As a result, his teaching is able to reach them much
more profoundly than it otherwise would. Students can sense how we feel
about them.
Good teaching begins and ends with simple care and affection for our
students. BYU’s “founding father” and second president, Karl G. Maeser, said,
“As nothing can grow without sunlight, so nothing can prosper in school . . .
without love.”12 And Elder Dallin H. Oaks, the eighth BYU president and
current Apostle, has said, “Those who teach out of love will be magnified as
instruments in the hands of Him whom they serve. . . . [A teacher’s] total concentration [should] be on the needs of the sheep—the good of the students.
A gospel teacher does not focus on himself or herself.”13
This need not be a complicated thing. Simply striving to learn the names
of students and then calling them by name breathes life into both them and
the class. Asking about their lives, trying to note when they are absent, commenting on their efforts, acknowledging them outside of class, and a host of
other sincere gestures show that we truly care about them as individuals. The
less distance students feel between themselves and the teacher, the more likely
both will be taught and inspired by each other. The more authentic care and
interest students feel from a teacher, the less likely they are to skip class or
tune out.
Even teachers that may not be the most dynamic in the classroom can
change the culture and spirit of a classroom by simply and sincerely loving
and caring about each student.
Be Patient with Yourself and Take Advantage of Opportunities to Improve

Faithful teachers understand that not every class will be a home run and that
not each term will be a spiritual feast. But the Lord will bless us for our efforts,
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not for the outcome. If our efforts have been sincere and earnest, if we have
given our best to the students, and our teaching evaluations are not stunning
and our classroom environment not electric, then we can have peace in the
knowledge that our efforts are accepted of the Lord. If we are patient and perseverant, if we take advantage of opportunities to improve our teaching and
continue to work at it, the Lord will magnify our efforts and seal our teaching
with the Spirit.
All we can do is our sincere and earnest best. We’re not competing with
any other teacher—we’re simply trying to improve and learn and do our personal best.
One Religious Education professor said this:
I’m sure my teacher evaluations are not the highest in the building. I may not be the
most popular teacher. But I can honestly say that I really try to give each class my
best effort. I try not to compare myself with other teachers who are smarter or more
entertaining, but I do my best. I really feel that teaching is not a competition. I’m
only trying to compete with myself and make each class excellent. After a good class,
I thank the Lord, and after an average class, I don’t give up but try harder next time.14

One of the best things about teaching is that it’s full of new beginnings.
Each day, each class, each term, gives us a renewed opportunity to change ourselves and the students a bit, to challenge ourselves and the students a little,
and to take care of the students and ourselves.
How many other professions have so many built-in evaluation points?
Not only do we receive feedback through student evaluation forms and occasional peer reviews, but we can also sense, if we are discerning, whether we’ve
hit the mark at the end of each class. And if we haven’t, then the next class or
the next term or the next year is another chance.
Sometimes it may be tempting, out of frustration or weariness or pride,
to dismiss negative evaluations or blame students for ineffective lessons. But
even if we’re right and they’re wrong, if we insist on continuing to do things
the way we always have, then we’re doing a disservice both to our students
and to ourselves. We need not view a less-than-stellar lesson or class as a
failure—it’s just a step in the journey of continuous improvement. We can
read books about teaching, take time to observe the classes of other teachers,
attend teacher-training workshops and conferences, and take advantage of
other learning opportunities.
Religious educators have the blessing and privilege to know that principles of the gospel can be lived each day inside and outside the classroom:
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faith and hope, perseverance and patience, charity and compassion. It is
about so much more than one day, one class, one term, one school year. The
kind of teaching excellence we aim for is not a one-time “performance” that
we get through, but a lifetime of learning, sharing, and growing in the gospel.
We teach and we live in the classroom of life, and so we must be patient and
understanding with others and with ourselves.
Conclusion

Breathing life into a dead class is a challenge for even the best teachers. And
all teachers, from time to time, have a class that is less than lively and spirited.
We have a greater opportunity to bring life to such a class if we enter the classroom spiritually and mentally prepared, if we stay current with our teaching
subject, if we strive to make application to students’ lives, if we love and care
about each one of our students, and if we unwearyingly strive to become the
kind of teacher our students need us to be.
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Baptism and confirmation are observable events where we make promises to always remember Christ,
to keep his commandments, and to serve him to the end.
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very gospel teacher is delighted when a student actually applies some
principle from the teacher’s lesson. These are the paydays. In a doctrinal
framework, application represents “faith unto repentance,” which activates
the plan of mercy in our lives (Alma 34:15–17; see also 42:22–24). Yet application, change, and repentance are not always obvious. Change may happen
in the privacy of the soul; it may happen days, weeks, even years after the
lesson. Students may, like the Lamanites, be baptized with fire and the Holy
Ghost and not know it themselves (see 3 Nephi 9:20). These changes may be
the deepest, most important, and longest lasting, and the teacher may never
know it. That is because while teachers may “be the means of bringing salvation” to their students (see 3 Nephi 18:32)—and there is much they can
do—the conversion process is ultimately in the hands of the Lord, and we
participate according to his will. We must have faith in the Lord’s unfolding
purposes and timing.
When my wife and I were serving as proselyting missionaries, the zone
leaders asked us to teach a less-active couple. The husband’s first marriage was
a temple marriage, but it ended in divorce. He had not attended church for
205
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over seventeen years. His second wife was converted shortly after their marriage but had never attended church even once. Their response to our first two
lessons was lackluster. During our third visit, however, the couple listened
intently as we discussed the plan of salvation. At the end of the lesson, the
father said simply, “This family needs to make some changes.” He did not tell
us what he meant, but he was very determined. Two weeks later, we learned
what “changes” meant. They had quit drinking alcohol and smoking. They
continued to grow and eventually were endowed and sealed in the temple.
Another less-active couple responded differently to our teaching. Both
the husband and wife had been raised in active families but had quit going
to church at about age sixteen. They were devoted to their Sunday recreation,
and they had other habits that were contrary to the gospel. We followed the
principles in Preach My Gospel, inviting them at every lesson to make and
keep commitments. We taught doctrine, bore testimony, promised blessings,
and followed up. Even though they readily made “commitments,” they never
kept a single promise.
These two experiences represent the opposite ends of a spectrum. Some
people change; others do not. Some people eagerly keep commitments, and
they come to “know of the doctrine” ( John 7:17). Some people keep some
of their commitments out of a sense of duty or curiosity or experimentation.
Sometimes their change of behavior results in testimony, but not always.
Some people fulfill their commitments perfunctorily or sporadically; seldom
are they blessed with testimony. Other people are simply too busy, complacent, or distracted to keep their commitments. Sooner or later their progress
stops. “Real intent” (Moroni 10:4; see also 2 Nephi 31:13; Moroni 6:8; 7:6)—
the genuine determination to act—is critical in realizing the Lord’s promises.
Our experience on our mission convinced us that people must obey
“from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered” to them (Romans
6:17). It is true that challenges and invitations can and often do lead to action
and even to conversion. But ultimately, behavior must flow from a changed
heart. Such changes are an expression of faith, which is a principle of action.
Faith, to be faith, must be “unto repentance” (Alma 34:15–17).
Speaking to missionaries in a worldwide satellite broadcast, Elder Jeffrey R.
Holland said, “When you teach investigators to keep their commitments,
you are teaching them to become covenant-keepers.”1 Becoming “covenant-
keepers” is, as Elder Holland said, “the most fundamental thing we can discuss
in the gospel plan, because only covenant-makers and covenant-keepers can
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claim the ultimate blessings of the celestial kingdom. Yes, when we talk about
covenant keeping, we are talking about the heart and soul of our purpose in
mortality.”2
Indeed, when we receive ordinances “with full purpose of heart, acting
no hypocrisy and no deception before God, but with real intent, repenting of
[our] sins, witnessing unto the Father that [we] are willing to take upon [us]
the name of Christ” (2 Nephi 31:13), we enter an active pathway of change—
changed attitudes, desires, and behaviors, and ultimately a change of our very
natures. We gradually receive the image of Christ in our countenances (see
Alma 5:14).
Since application is the culmination of the Church Educational System
teaching paradigm (readiness, participation, application), gospel teachers
should teach, advocate, and promote the covenant-keeping process. We
realize that various teaching skills and techniques can result in observable
behavior, which may or may not be permanent. What really matters are the
desires of the heart. There is no better way for lessons to sink deeply and permanently into the heart of a student than through sincere observance of the
covenant process. Ultimately, only through faith in this process can students
become spiritually independent and self-reliant. This article explores the
seamless transition from covenants, to sacraments, to daily vows—a powerful
sequence that leads to application, action, experience, and character.
Ordinances and Covenants

We perhaps think of our covenants as events, for they are associated with ordinances, rites, and ceremonies that take place at a specific time and place. The
saving ordinances of the gospel have two components. According to Elder
Bruce R. McConkie, the first is the “visible, public, and outward sign”—the
ordinance itself. We rightfully celebrate these events with invitations, gatherings of family and friends, gifts, and food. We record these events in journals;
some are recorded in the permanent records of the Church. These actions and
events are observable.
The second part is “the invisible, private, and inward witness—immersion in the Spirit, the baptism of fire and the Holy Ghost.”3 Covenant keeping
can be described as a personal, private interaction between a person and
the Spirit. Reception of the Holy Spirit is very personal and intimate. The
“Comforter, which is the Holy Ghost” teaches us all things ( John 14:26) line
upon line, here a little and there a little. The Holy Ghost brings things to our
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remembrance (including our covenants), reproves us of sin, strengthens us
in times of temptation, warns us of spiritual danger, and grants us peace of
conscience as we obey and as we repent and are forgiven. As we respond to
the Spirit’s nudges, we gradually repent and take upon ourselves the image of
Christ.
Covenant keeping is a process that happens over time and in a place
poetically called the heart, which is “a symbol of the mind and will of man
and the figurative source of all emotions and feelings.”4 Concerning the
covenant that he would make with Israel in the last days, the Lord told
Jeremiah, “I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts”
( Jeremiah 31:33). The covenant is a law “written not with ink, but with the
Spirit of the living God; not in tables of stone, but in fleshy tables of the
heart” (2 Corinthians 3:3). Covenants are a personal, heartfelt striving for
perfection. The covenant-making process supports and enhances our natural
impulses for personal improvement. Ordinances are a visible sign, a “witness
before [God] that ye have entered into a covenant” (Mosiah 18:10).
Ordinances apply particularly at the critical point when our minds and
hearts commit to act out our beliefs. A covenant is a promise, made in the
most sacred circumstances, to act as though unseen things are true. The ordinances foster the growth of faith by providing a context in which we covenant
to translate assurance into action. We determine to patiently act on gospel
principles, knowing that our faith will be tried before we receive the promised
reward (see Ether 12:6). Ordinances and the accompanying covenants cause
us to allocate our choices about time. As we fulfill our covenants by sacrifice,
we then receive the promised spiritual power.
Our covenants should be watershed events in our lives. They are a great
divide, with the natural man on one side and the man of Christ on the other.
Enabling power, or grace, is the blessing promised for keeping covenants.
Baptism, the sacrament, and prayer form a succession of spiritual renewals
that lead to works, to action, and to mature faith. They facilitate ongoing and
sincere repentance.
Baptism

Baptism is “a witness and a testimony before God, and unto the people, that
they had repented and received a remission of their sins” (3 Nephi 7:25).
Baptism is an affirmation of both our intentions and our accomplishments.
This visible sign assures both heavenly and mortal witnesses that we have
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repented of past misdeeds and that we are determined to sin no more. The
full title for the ordinance of baptism is “baptism of repentance for the remission of sins, agreeable to the covenants and commandments” (D&C 107:20;
see also Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3; Acts 13:24; 19:4). The baptism “of ” repentance
is an outward ordinance that signifies our inward intent. It is a baptism
that originates with or is derived from a humble, contrite, repentant spirit.
A repentant attitude is the cause, motive, or reason for baptism. “The first
fruits of repentance is baptism” (Moroni 8:25). Repentance characterizes the
kind of baptism we are to receive. We demonstrate before baptism that we
have repented and have “received of the Spirit of Christ unto the remission
of [our] sins” (D&C 20:37). We “bring forth . . . fruits meet for repentance”
(Matthew 3:8). We bring our change of heart, attitude, and behavior to fulfillment, or fruition. Through baptism we demonstrate that our repentance
is complete and permanent. We assure our worthiness for baptism through
suitable or proper repentance. “They were not baptized save they brought
forth fruit meet that they were worthy of it. Neither did they receive any unto
baptism save they came forth with a broken heart and a contrite spirit, and
witnessed unto the church that they truly repented of all their sins” (Moroni
6:1–2; see also Alma 13:13; 34:30).
A most interesting passage occurs in Alma: “Whosoever did not belong
to the church who repented of their sins were baptized unto repentance,
and were received into the church” (Alma 6:2). Those who repented were
“baptized unto repentance” (see also Mosiah 26:22; Alma 5:62; 9:27; 49:30;
Helaman 3:24; 5:17, 19; 3 Nephi 7:26; Moroni 8:11, 25). Is this redundant, a
tautology, either deliberate or unintentional? Not so, unless repentance itself
is redundant. Unto expresses or denotes motion directed toward and reaching
a goal; for the purpose of; to result in, bring about, cause, or produce. Thus
we not only exercise faith unto repentance before baptism, but we are baptized for the purpose of repentance. Baptism leads to or results in an ongoing
change of thoughts, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors—continual striving
to reach the high standard of obedience. Repentance forms the supporting
pillars on either side of baptism. Without repentance, the covenant would
collapse.
We are baptized once in our lifetimes, but the cleansing that comes from
continuing obedience is a lifelong quest. “Baptism is a once-in-a-lifetime
ordinance. We are baptized on one occasion only—for the remission of our
sins, for entrance into the earthly church, and for future admission into the
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kingdom of heaven.”5 Baptism and confirmation are observable events during
which we make general and universal promises to always remember Christ,
to keep his commandments, and to serve him to the end. But we are mortals,
with human failings, weaknesses, and imperfections. In the press of daily cares,
we easily lapse into a certain forgetfulness of our promises—vows made long
ago, often in childhood. And so we sin, in spite of our best intentions. “After
baptism, all men sin. None obey the Lord’s law in perfection; none remain
clean and spotless and fit for the association of Gods and angels.”6 Knowing
that we must gradually overcome our fallen natures, the Lord has provided
the sacrament for regular renewal of our covenants; weekly renewal keeps
them fresh and lively.
Sacrament

President Howard W. Hunter said that the plan of salvation and progression provides “a strong sense of purpose,” “reasons for action,” and “guides for
action in the form of real goals and objectives.” The plan of mercy answers
the question of why we should act in harmony with God’s commandments.
However, this “long-range—even an eternal—goal . . . must be broken up into
short-range, immediate objectives that can be achieved today and tomorrow
and the next day. The gospel imperatives constitute an immediate challenge
to action in our lives right now, today, as well as a plan for action eternally.”
He concludes that “gospel imperatives . . . are the active pathway to personal
participation in the laws of the gospel.”7 This is where the sacrament comes in.
“Partaking of the sacrament is not to be a mere passive experience.”8 The
sacrament continues the covenant-keeping process. The baptismal covenant
is general, and it is the same for every person. The sacrament covenant is specific. It is concrete, but the specificity is individual and personal. It will be
different for every person. It focuses on what we need to do this week, this
day, even this moment to repent. It moves our covenants down the ladder of
abstraction so that they take a concrete, definable form. It leads to a change
of attitude and behavior. The sacrament is the ordinance of enduring to the
end. It is a time for introspection, for self-examination—all in the context of
remembering the Savior’s sacrifice and promise of mercy. We “examine” ourselves (1 Corinthians 11:28; 2 Corinthians 13:5). Our baptismal covenant
matures through partaking of the sacrament.
Central to this brief period of worship is a review of and recommitment
to our covenants. Our purpose in doing so is to repent, which is the necessary
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The Lord has provided the sacrament for regular renewal of our covenants; weekly renewal keeps them
fresh and lively.

condition for achieving our proximate goal of enjoying the gift of the Holy
Ghost through the mercy of Christ. “Those of us who have been baptized
will review our lives to see what we have done or not done that determines
whether the Lord can keep his promise to let the Spirit always be with us.
Because we are human still, that reflection usually leads to a desire to repent
of things both done and not done.”9
Elder M. Russell Ballard said: “A periodic review of the covenants we
have made with the Lord will help us with our priorities and with balance in
our lives. This review will help us see where we need to repent and change our
lives to ensure that we are worthy of the promises that accompany our covenants and sacred ordinances. Working out our own salvation requires good
planning and a deliberate, valiant effort.”10
Reviewing our covenants, examining ourselves, and assessing our spiritual status necessitate listening to the still, small voice of the Spirit. The
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whisperings will be subtle but distinct, and we had better respond. President
Henry B. Eyring taught:
You will listen best when you feel, “Father, thy will, not mine, be done.” You will
have a feeling of “I want what you want.” Then, the still small voice will seem as if it
pierces you. It may make your bones to quake. More often it will make your heart
burn within you, again softly, but with a burning which will lift and reassure.
You will act after you have listened because when you hear his voice by the
Spirit you will always feel that you are impelled to do something. You mustn’t be
surprised if the instruction seems accompanied with what you feel as a rebuke.
You might prefer that God simply tell you how well you are doing. But he loves
you, wants you to be with him, and knows you must have a mighty change in your
heart, through faith on the Lord Jesus Christ, humble repentance, and the making
and keeping of sacred covenants.11

The Savior cautioned the early Saints to partake of the sacrament “with
an eye single to my glory—remembering unto the Father my body which was
laid down for you, and my blood which was shed for the remission of your
sins” (D&C 27:2). The Lord then promised a grand future event: “Behold,
this is wisdom in me; wherefore, marvel not, for the hour cometh that I will
drink of the fruit of the vine with you on the earth” (D&C 27:5). This great
sacrament meeting will include prophets of the past as well as “all those whom
my Father hath given me out of the world” (D&C 27:14).
In this context, the Lord commands, “Wherefore, lift up your hearts and
rejoice, and gird up your loins, and take upon you my whole armor, that ye
may be able to withstand the evil day, having done all, that ye may be able to
stand” (D&C 27:15). Putting on the whole armor of God, as described in the
following verses (see D&C 27:16–18 and Ephesians 6:11–17), is intimately
associated with partaking of the sacrament. It is another way of saying that we
keep ourselves “unspotted from the world” (D&C 59:9).
To keep ourselves “unspotted from the world,” we go to the Lord’s house
on the Sabbath and offer up our sacraments, vows, devotions, and oblations
(see D&C 59:9–12). A sacrament is a person’s personal, private promise to
God to fulfill one’s covenants to keep the commandments. It takes place in
that secret chamber, the heart, a sanctuary known only to the person and the
Spirit. It is a profound expression of faith in things that are unseen but are
true. A sacrament is “a pledge and promise on man’s part to forsake personal
sins, knowing that if he does so he will be blessed by the Lord. When the
saints partake of the ordinance of the sacrament, they promise not simply to
keep the commandments in general, but also to serve and conform and obey
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where they as individuals have fallen short in the past. Every man’s sacraments
are thus his own; he alone knows his failures and sins, and he alone must overcome the world and the flesh so that he can have fellowship with the saints.”12
A vow is a solemn promise made to God to perform some act, or make
some gift or sacrifice; to dedicate, consecrate, or devote to some person or
service. The first kind of vow was “dedication—some person or thing was
given to the Lord.” Thus vows rectify sins of omission, and we promise to give
consecrated service in the Lord’s kingdom. We may, for example, promise to
participate in fulfilling the mission of the Church—talking to a nonmember
neighbor, searching for an ancestor, alleviating physical suffering, or improving our home teaching. The second kind of vow was “abstinence—a promise
made to abstain from some . . . act or enjoyment.”13 Thus a vow corrects sins of
commission. We may, for example, promise to be more honest, to control our
desires for wealth, or to keep our thoughts pure.
Oblations are “offerings, whether of time, talents, or means, in service of
God and fellowman” (D&C 59:12, footnote b). Anciently, oblations were
animal sacrifices. Each Israelite was to “offer his oblation for all his vows”
(Leviticus 22:18). The oblation was the visible, public surety that the person
would keep his vows. These oblations would be “most holy” (Numbers 18:9).
Today the offering of time, talents, or means in God’s service is the surety that
we are keeping our vows. In a day of righteousness, we “shall do sacrifice and
oblation; yea, [we] shall vow a vow unto the Lord, and perform it” (Isaiah
19:21).
Devotions involve the action of setting apart to a sacred use or purpose,
of solemn dedication, or of consecration. Offering up our devotions includes
centering our attention or activities on the Lord—dedicating, consecrating,
or hallowing our time and resources, setting them apart for a particular and
higher use or end. The setting apart involves sacred space and time, separated
from that which is profane and common.
These terms share a connected thread of thought: translating our beliefs
into action; converting doctrine to duty; transforming teachings to tasks.
By doing so, we chart a course to eternal life—one action at a time. To thus
“speedily repent” (see D&C 63:15; 109:21; 136:35) is the essence of spiritual
progression. With such frequent, continual, and conscientious repentance,
we can see that “the sacrament of the Lord’s supper is an ordinance of salvation in which all the faithful must participate if they are to live and reign with
him.”14
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Active participation means far more than just partaking of bread and
water. It means that we actually and in reality conform to the commandments.
In doing so, “we receive a remission of our sins through baptism and through
the sacrament. The Spirit will not dwell in an unclean tabernacle, and when
men receive the Spirit, they become clean and pure and spotless.”15

A sacrament is a person’s personal, private promise to God to fulfill one’s covenants to keep the
commandments.
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One vital way that the Spirit helps us keep our covenants is by bringing “all things to [our] remembrance” ( John 14:26), including our devotions,
sacraments, and vows. “By having the Holy Spirit as one’s prompter in the
moments of temptation, . . . this law of the Gospel, so contrary to the natural
disposition, may be complied with.”16
The sacrament is a pivotal moment. It points to the past—the covenants
we made at baptism. And it points to the future—our specific plans for
improvement during the days until we again partake of the table of the Lord’s
Supper.
Of course, if our participating in this or any ordinance is just an empty
shell of outward conformity, the seed of faith will be barren. President
David O. McKay warned that “the form of worship is frequently an outward
compliance without the true soul acknowledgment of its deep spiritual significance.” He added, “In the partaking of the sacrament, there is danger of
people’s permitting formality to supersede spirituality.”17 We must act upon
our vows. “The more often [one] feels without acting, the less [one] will be
able ever to act, and, in the long run, the less [he or she] will be able to feel.”18
Prayer—Daily Vows

C. S. Lewis’s senior devil, Screwtape, laments when Wormwood’s (his understudy) patient, whom he hopes to lead away from Christ, is “making none of
those confident resolutions which marked his original conversion. No more
lavish promises of perpetual virtue . . . not even the expectation of an endowment of ‘grace’ for life, but only a hope for the daily and hourly pittance to
meet the daily and hourly temptation!”19 This is an astounding insight into
human nature as well as the challenge of a religious conversion.
Wormwood’s patient, however, is lacking a huge asset—the covenant relationship with Christ established by the authority and power of the restored
priesthood. This covenant relationship includes general, lifetime covenants to
keep all of the commandments, to remember Christ always, and to serve him
until the end. But this covenant, though general and long-term, should not
be characterized as “lavish promises of perpetual virtue,” for it is intimately
connected with the practicality of daily vows. And a person who is confirmed
does indeed have the “expectation of an endowment of ‘grace’ for life”—the
gift of the Holy Ghost and the enabling power of the Atonement.
With all of these covenant advantages, still we all need to have “a hope for
the daily and hourly pittance to meet the daily and hourly temptation!” That
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is the nature of life. And the Lord in his wisdom has made provision. Flowing
from the once-in-a-lifetime covenant of baptism is the weekly covenant of the
sacrament. Flowing from the weekly covenant of the sacrament is prayer, the
daily and hourly petition for strength to overcome temptation.
In the midst of introducing the sacrament among the Nephites, the Savior
said, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, ye must watch and pray always, lest ye be
tempted by the devil, and ye be led away captive by him” (3 Nephi 18:15).
In the midst of a revelation on Sabbath observance, the Lord said,
“Nevertheless thy vows shall be offered up in righteousness on all days and
at all times” (D&C 59:11). Commenting on this passage, Elder McConkie
wrote, “True worship goes on seven days a week. Sacraments and vows and
covenants of renewal ascend to heaven daily in personal prayer.”20
The Lord conveyed a sense of urgency to the Nephites because, he said,
“Satan desireth to have you, that he may sift you as wheat” (3 Nephi 18:18; see
also vv. 14–19). The command to pray always for the purpose of overcoming
temptation is repeated often in scripture (see Alma 34:17–19, 27; 37:36–37).
If we do not offer up daily vows through sincere prayer, we may be “tempted
above that which [we] can bear” (Alma 13:28). One reason for the apostasy
of the Zoramites was their refusal to “observe the performances of the church,
to continue in prayer and supplication to God daily, that they might not enter
into temptation” (Alma 31:10).
James taught that “every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his
own lust, and enticed. Then when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin:
and sin, when it is finished, bringeth forth death” ( James 1:14–15). Our
temptations are our own; no one can force us to yield. We choose to do so.
Likewise, when we deliberately choose to pray, to offer up our vows daily, we
are protected from temptation on natural principles. When our hearts are
“full, drawn out in prayer unto him continually for [our] welfare, and also for
the welfare of those who are around [us]” (Alma 34:27), we will scarcely have
room for temptation. Prayer will drive temptation from our hearts, replacing
evil actors on the stage of our minds with noble and worthy actors. We will be
able to “withstand every temptation of the devil, with [our] faith on the Lord
Jesus Christ” (Alma 37:33).
Our daily vows are inseparably connected with searching and feasting
on the scriptures. The scriptures contain the “fine print” of the covenant contract. The impressions of the Spirit that come as we ponder holy writ provide
the substance of our vows on a very specific, personal basis—thus the very
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common admonition in the congregations of the Church to study and pray
daily. While “common” in the sense of frequent, this counsel is not “common”
in the sense of lacking special qualities.
This brings us to the conclusion, the completion, the end of our part of
the covenant. We offer up our vows, sacraments, oaths, devotions, and oblations on all days and at all times. Otherwise, Satan may sift us as wheat. We
may succumb to temptation. Satan may lead us with a flaxen cord until we
become entangled in his strong cords forever (see 2 Nephi 26:22).
Our prayers, like our sacramental vows, should lead to action, repentance,
and obedience. Prophets have taught this principle:
“Please notice the requirement to ask in faith, which I understand to mean
the necessity to not only express but to do, the dual obligation to both plead
and to perform, the requirement to communicate and to act. . . . Meaningful
prayer requires both holy communication and consecrated work. . . . Prayer,
as ‘a form of work, . . . is an appointed means for obtaining the highest of
all blessings’ (Bible Dictionary, “Prayer,” 753). We press forward and persevere in the consecrated work of prayer, after we say ‘amen,’ by acting upon the
things we have expressed to Heavenly Father.”21
“Our deeds, in large measure, are children of our prayers. Having prayed,
we act; our proper petitions have the effect of charting a righteous course of
conduct for us.”22
“Sincere praying implies that when we ask for any blessing or virtue, we
should work for the blessing and cultivate the virtue.”23
A very effective way of offering up our vows on all days and at all times
is to express our intentions and plans for the day in our morning prayers.
During the day, we continue to pray in our hearts for the ability to fulfill our
plans. Then, in the evening, we report to the Lord what we have done. We
hold ourselves accountable for our actions before the Lord—a foreshadowing and acknowledgment of that last great Judgment Day when we will stand
before God to be judged according to our works and our desires. “Morning
and evening prayers—and all of the prayers in between—are not unrelated,
discrete events; rather, they are linked together each day and across days,
weeks, months, and even years. This is in part how we fulfill the scriptural
admonition to ‘pray always’ (Luke 21:36; 3 Nephi 18:15, 18; D&C 31:12).”24
When we are inspired to act, we must not delay nor forget. The Prophet
Joseph Smith cautioned the Saints to keep notes of their important discussions and decisions: “For neglecting to write these things when God had
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revealed them, not esteeming them of sufficient worth, the Spirit may withdraw and God may be angry; and there is, or was, a vast knowledge, of infinite
importance, which is now lost.”25 This principle applies as well to our personal
spiritual prods. We have been further counseled:
“Write down the tasks you would like to accomplish each day. Keep foremost in mind the sacred covenants you have made with the Lord as you write
down your daily schedules.”26
“How many specific things go undone because forgetfulness covers what a
pencil and paper could have made into a prickly reminder?”27
Our actions flow from consecrated prayer, which flows from selfexamination during the sacrament, which in turn flows from our baptismal
covenants. President Hunter said, “Whenever we tackle a gospel imperative,
immediate goals will help us master it. . . . We should set up long-range and
eternal goals, to be sure—they will be the guides and inspiration of a lifetime.”
Baptismal covenants fit this description. They parallel what the world calls
“values,” or high-level principles that govern our lives. President Hunter continued, “But we should not forget the countless little immediate objectives
to be won tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. To win and pass these
objectives marks our progress toward the greater goals and ensures happiness
and the feelings of success along the way.”28 The sacrament parallels what the
world calls “goals,” or medium-level actions. And offering up our vows in our
daily prayers parallel what the world accomplishes through specific plans.
We are cautioned to “arise up and be more careful henceforth in observing your vows, which you have made and do make,” with the promise that we
“shall be blessed with exceeding great blessings” (D&C 108:3). Students who
link their classroom studies to this covenant process are more likely to change,
to apply, to act, to repent, and to progress spiritually. Wise is the teacher who
facilitates this connection. For salvation comes only “through the merits, and
mercy, and grace of the Holy Messiah” (2 Nephi 2:8), and “the extension of
mercy will not be automatic. It will be through covenant with Him. It will be
on His terms, His generous terms.”29
This covenant-keeping process is a simple idea, much like teaching a
child to keep his promises. Yet it is as difficult as we make it. The “simpleness of the way, or the easiness of it” (1 Nephi 17:41) is obvious. All that it
demands is that we yield “to the enticings of the Holy Spirit,” put off “the
natural man,” and become “as a child, submissive, meek, humble, patient, full
of love” (Mosiah 3:19). But the simplicity of the way is also the difficulty of
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the way, for the natural man mightily resists its demise. The covenant-keeping
process is a powerful antidote for the natural man. Resolve, determination,
persistence, humility, patience, faith, and sacrifice are required to observe our
covenants. “But blessed are they who have kept the covenant and observed
the commandment, for they shall obtain mercy” (D&C 54:6).
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New Publications
To purchase any of the following publications, please visit www.byubookstore.com and
search by book title or ISBN number, or call the BYU Bookstore toll-free at 1-800-253-2578.

Civil War Saints
Edited by Kenneth L. Alford

The American Civil War
shaped our nation in many
ways. Although Utah Territory
was physically removed from
the war’s battlefields and the
resulting devastation, the Civil
War had a deep impact on the
territory and its inhabitants.
This book takes a fresh and updated look at many of the relationships
that existed between Latter-day Saints, Utah Territory, and the Civil War.
Civil War Saints provides readers a short overview of the Civil War itself.
It explores the relationship between Abraham Lincoln and the Mormons that
stretched over several decades. It discusses Utah Territory’s only military contribution to the Civil War, the Nauvoo Legion’s service in Utah during the
war, the 1862 establishment of Camp Douglas, LDS emigration during the
Civil War, and how American newspapers (both North and South) viewed
Mormonism. Finally, the book examines the impact of the war’s aftermath on
Latter-day Saints.
Civil War Saints is a nicely balanced effort to consider and understand
some of the many ways that Latter-day Saints were affected by the Civil War.
ISBN: 978-0-8425-2816-0, Retail: $31.99
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The Earth Shall Teach Thee: The
Lifework of an Amateur Artist
Boyd K. Packer

This book features paintings, drawings, and
wood carvings representing a lifetime of
work. As an avid lover of nature, President
Packer has carefully studied the appearance and habits of birds and animals and
used them as his primary subjects. Above
all, his art expresses reverence for life. Through artwork he has shared the
lessons of life with his family and with members of the Church in publications he has illustrated. His paintings and carvings have enhanced his home
and have been given as gifts. Creating art has also provided respite from his
heavy responsibilities as a Church leader and has enabled his mind to cultivate ideas. President Packer wrote, “During those hours working with my
hands, I pondered on the marvels of creation, and inspiration would flow. As
I carved wood, I carved out talks.”
ISBN: 978-0-8425-2806-1, Retail: $44.99
Light and Truth: A Latter-day Saint Guide
to World Religions
Roger R. Keller

Do we as Latter-day Saints really need to know
about other faiths? Do we not know all we
need to know? Sometimes we create our own
skewed version of other faiths. If we are to be
a world church, it is helpful to understand and
appreciate all the good that God has given to
persons beyond the Latter-day Saint pale and
to represent it accurately.
This book shows the good that God has
placed among his children and upon which the
Restoration may build to bring more good. It is done in the spirit of seeking
to appreciate all the good that each religion brings. This book shows what
makes each religious tradition unique, for it is our unique qualities that make
each of us who we are.
ISBN: 978-0-8425-2817-7, Retail: $28.99
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You Shall Have My Word:
Exploring the Text of the Doctrine
and Covenants
Edited by Scott C. Esplin, Richard O. Cowan, and
Rachel Cope

The Lord declared to the Prophet Joseph Smith,
“This generation shall have my word through
you.” The Doctrine and Covenants helps fulfill
that purpose. In it, Jesus speaks of his words, his
voice, his Spirit, and his power to be revealed in
the restoration of all things. He declares, “These
words are . . . of me; . . . for it is my voice which
speaketh them unto you; for they are given by my Spirit unto you, and by my
power . . . ; and save it were by my power you could not have them; wherefore,
you can testify that you have heard my voice, and know my words.”
The Doctrine and Covenants is another witness of Jesus Christ to the
children of God in these latter days. It strengthens faith and confidence in the
words of the Lord. It explores significant messages, teachings, doctrines, and
themes given by the Lord. It contains a Christ-centered message that expands
our understanding of the Lord’s purposes.
ISBN: 978-0-8425-2821-4, Retail: $27.99
A Descriptive Bibliography of the Mormon
Church, Volume 3
Peter Crawley

This third volume continues the bibliography
begun in volumes 1 and 2 of the same title. It
covers the period 1853–57 and is the final volume in this series. The scope of the bibliography
remains those books produced by Mormons in
support of the Church, where the term book
means any printed piece with one or more
pages having text bearing on some Church issue.
Excluded are individual newspaper or magazine
articles, maps, prints, banknotes, and ephemeral pieces such as printed forms
or elders’ licenses.
ISBN: 978-0-8425-2810-8, Retail: $54.95
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Upcoming Events
For more information about these events, please visit us online at
http://rsc.byu.edu/conferences-and-symposia
The Fortieth Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium

Scheduled for October 26–27, 2012. The keynote speaker will present
in the Joseph Smith Building auditorium Friday, October 26, at 6:30 p.m.
The Sidney B. Sperry Symposium at Brigham Young University has become
one of the premier venues for Latter-day Saint religious study. Over the
past four decades, both the conference and its corresponding publications
have expanded in scope and outreach, extending the impact of Religious
Education at BYU. Like Sperry himself, today’s Sperry Symposium influences
thousands through seminars and publications. For more information, please
visit http://rsc.byu.edu/symposia/sperry.
The BYU Church History Symposium

The Church History Symposium will be held in March 2013. The topic will
cover Joseph Smith and the ancient world. The symposium will be cosponsored by the Church History Library and will be presented at two different
venues. One session will be held in the LDS Conference Center in Salt Lake
City, and another session will be on the BYU campus. Selected papers from
each symposium will be published in a book by the BYU Religious Studies
Center. Several hundred people attend each year to be enlightened and edified. There is no charge to attend this symposium. For more information,
please visit http://rsc.byu.edu/symposia/churchhistory.
The BYU Easter Conference

Scheduled for March 2013, the BYU Easter Conference is a wonderful event
that helps participants better prepare for the Easter season. Presenters will
speak about the Savior, his life, his mission, the Atonement, and his influence in our lives today. The conference will feature notable Church leaders,
historians, scholars, educators, and authors. The conference also features
special instrumental and vocal presentations. This conference is free to
attend and registration is not required. For more information, please visit
http://easterconference.byu.edu.
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Staff Spotlight
Director of the RSC
Terry B. Ball is dean of Religious Education at BYU. He spent twelve
years as a Seminaries and Institutes of Religion teacher. He received
his BS from BYU in botany and education, his MA from BYU in
ancient Near Eastern studies, and his PhD from BYU in archaeobotany with an emphasis in the ancient Near East. He has taught and
traveled in the Holy Land, including teaching at the BYU Jerusalem
Center for Near Eastern Studies. He has researched, lectured, and
written extensively about the prophet Isaiah and his writings. In
addition to teaching and researching in ancient scripture, Brother
Ball is an active researcher in the field of archaeobotany. He currently
serves as a stake president. He is married to the former DeAnna Hill,
and they have six children.
RSC Codirector of Research
Alexander L. Baugh is a professor in the Department of Church
History and Doctrine at BYU, where he has been a full-time faculty
member since 1995. He received his BS from Utah State University
and his MA and PhD degrees from Brigham Young University. He
specializes in researching and writing about the Missouri period of
early Church history (1831–39). Professor Baugh is the author or
editor of five books. In addition, he has published nearly fifty historical journal articles, essays, and book chapters. He is a member
of the Mormon History Association, the Mormon Historic Sites
Foundation, and the John Whitmer Historical Association, having
served as president of that organization in 2006–7. He is currently
the editor of Mormon Historical Studies, codirector of research for
the Religious Studies Center at BYU, and a volume editor for The
Joseph Smith Papers. He is married to the former Susan Johnson, and
they are the parents of five children and have six grandchildren. He
and his family reside in Highland, Utah.
Student Intern
Born and raised in Boise, Idaho, Allison Pehrson is a senior studying elementary education with a minor in teaching English language
learners (TESOL). She began working as a research assistant at the
RSC in April 2012 and enjoys working with the other interns. After
graduation, she hopes to work as a fourth-grade teacher and eventually earn a master’s degree. In her spare time, she enjoys reading,
playing the piano, singing, running, and hiking. As a youth, Allison
played soccer and competed for her high school track and crosscountry teams. In addition, she enjoyed performing with her high
school a capella choir. Allison and her husband, Ryan, were married
in the Twin Falls Idaho Temple in August 2012.
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